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ABSTRACT
This thesis provides an analysis of youth television, digital content and Channel 
4-as-public service broadcaster and has three primary aims.
Firstly, the thesis aims to provide a series of "forgotten histories", offering a 
corrective to pre-existing narratives surrounding Channel 4, extensively utilising 
untapped resources (the Channel 4 Press Packs), along with a collection of 
digital archive materials.  This is done in order to re-evaluate the broadcaster's 
purpose, strategies and programming at a vital moment in its history, using 
these neglected moments to interrogate Channel 4's current relationship with 
youth audiences and content.
Secondly, the thesis aims to reframe Channel 4's history through the lens of its 
youth provision, as the targeting of this demographic was seen as the "least 
worst" way of balancing its role as public service publisher and commercial 
corporation.  This choice is discussed regarding the long-term impact upon 
Channel 4's identity and strategy, whilst offering a nuanced conceptualisation of 
what constitutes “youth” and how Channel 4 addressed it.
Lastly, I aim to introduce a series of original conceptual frameworks in order to 
illustrate Channel 4's longstanding lack of consistency in terms of 
commissioning, promotion and organisational strategy, culminating in the use of 
the term spray.  Spray encapsulates both the post-broadcast fluidity within 
British broadcasting, as well as Channel 4's chaotic and transitory strategic 
choices as it grapples with its historical identity and purpose.
This thesis highlights the contradictory nature of Channel 4, with its opposing 
remit obligations of public service innovation and commercial viability, with the 
disparity between its promotional rhetoric and the production reality being 
pronounced.  Through discussion of critically ignored content and programming 
strands, “forgotten histories” are produced in order to understand contemporary 
broadcasting, whilst extrapolating its future direction.  The thesis also articulates 
the uneven and variable impact of new media consumption practices, 
promotional strategies and technological innovation upon both Channel 4 and 
its current (and future) audiences through the deployment of original conceptual 
frameworks and extensive analysis of Channel 4's multiplatform/digital policy. 
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Introduction: Remembering forgotten histories – 
Channel 4's relationship with youth, public service and 
its own sense of identity becoming lost in the  spray  
Thesis rationale
Over time, the most powerful versions of history are reconfirmed, they 
become sedimented down, pressed into new narratives and accounts. 
These always involve taken-for-granted assumptions which in turn shape 
the relationship of television’s legislators, trainees, practitioners and 
historians in an imaginary past and an even more speculative future. 
(Branston 1998, p.51)
The above quote articulates a truism and a key issue in the production of 
televisual histories – that they are context-sensitive and that they are often 
positioned in a fashion that paints the object of study in a particular and 
subjective manner.   This positioning is often based on the accepted theoretical 
or historical wisdom of that particular moment.  What makes matters even more 
problematic is that the scribes behind these histories are often the ones most 
closely affiliated with the object of study, with their interpretations of the data 
coloured by the association.  These histories are often memorable for what may 
have been omitted than for what has been included, with the representation of 
archives and the production of critical writing being subject to the desire of the 
object of study to present itself and its history in a specific fashion.  It is 
therefore obvious that in the course of such constructions, certain “alternative” 
histories or moments are often “forgotten” by those empowered to weave such 
dialogue, as they are either considered anathema to dominant discourses or not 
considered worthy of inclusion.
What I will discuss throughout this research are important forgotten 
moments within Channel 4's history, in order to produce an alternative counter-
history.  This “forgotten history” will highlight Channel 4's long-standing, iterative 
and unsuccessful search for a coherent identity since 1982, whilst highlighting 
moments which problematise pre-existing narratives concerning the 
broadcaster.  The histories that this thesis will produce are completed in order to 
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re-evaluate the broadcaster's purpose, strategies and programming at a vital 
moment in its history, just over 30 years from its inception.  It will discuss and 
compare various critically neglected moments and examples of youth-oriented 
programming which reveal Channel 4's long-term struggles within the British 
broadcasting environment.  I will argue that these moments and programming, 
as part of a forgotten history of Channel 4, are vital in illustrating how and why 
Channel 4 has evolved into its current form and position in the digital televisual 
marketplace. 
This thesis will provide a re-interpretation and re-framing of the Channel 4 
narrative, in particular through the lens of “youth”, as a reflection of the 
broadcasters’ grappling with having to balance a public service-oriented remit 
within an increasingly commercial broadcasting environment.  The thesis 
articulates how targeting the “neglected” or “minority” youth demographic, along 
with programming associated with this audience, was seen by Channel 4 as the 
“least worst” method by which to achieve the balancing act imposed upon it. 
This balance between public service, experimentation and particularly 
“innovation”, against commercialism and pragmatism is something that is key to 
all discussions concerning Channel 4, given its status as a hybrid broadcaster-
publisher.  I will argue however that this youth focus gradually compromised 
Channel 4's ideals whilst bringing the long-term viability of Channel 4-as-
channel into question, as well as the purpose and function of the channel 
(rather than Channel 4-as-broadcaster/network) in a multichannel, multiplatform 
environment. In addition, I will also question how these definitions, such as 
“youth”, “innovation” and “quality”, changed over time and shifted in accordance 
with the need for Channel 4 to simultaneously fulfil its evolving remit and the 
needs of the televisual marketplace. 
Finally, the thesis will illustrate the overall lack of coherence pertaining to 
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Channel 4-as-institution throughout its history, in order to illustrate the 
consistency of Channel 4's inconsistency, using the term spray.  I would term 
spray as the efforts of broadcasters, specifically Channel 4, to cover as many 
bases as possible in terms of potential appeal to youth audiences.  Rather than 
the notions of “flow”, outlined by Raymond Williams (1974) or “overflow”, 
discussed by Will Brooker (2001) in relation to the manner in which (teen) 
television texts were exploited across a range of media platforms, Channel 4's 
stranding strategies in order to capture youth audiences are examples of spray. 
Spray can be seen through the efforts of the broadcaster to attract a wide and 
varied selection of particularly valuable demographics, with youth, in its many 
varieties, being one such audience.  This strategy however differs from flow or 
overflow in that it does not appear coherent, consistent or concerted.  Instead, it 
is defined by its fluidity along with its transient/reactionary nature to wider 
political and policy-based contexts, as well as the actions of its competitors.  
Comparisons can also be drawn between spray and John Caldwell's 
(2003) “second-shift aesthetics”, in that they both seek to understand how 
broadcasting was affected by the rise in importance of digital environments and 
production practices.  Indeed, Caldwell himself uses Williams's flow as well as 
Browne's supertext in to be theories affiliated with (pre-digital) “first-shift 
aesthetics” (p.133), whilst his work in this instance "seeks to consider the ways 
that long-standing strategies in television and broadcasting - programming, 
syndication, licensing, branding, and flows - have emerged as textual engines 
that prefigure the design of new media forms." (p.131).  In essence, his 
“second-shift aesthetics” tracks how televisual institutions endeavour to “adapt 
and overhaul the means and goals of programming, in order to succeed in far 
more volatile media markets” (p.135), utilising “first-shift” strategies in new 
media spaces, as part of a calculated design.  However, the crucial word here is 
"design", suggesting a level of control, forethought and long-term planning, 
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which is absent from the concept of spray and Channel 4's dealings with "new 
media forms" and deployment of its digital strategy, evident in the disparity 
between its use of promotion and its commissioning of content.  Spray is, in 
short, an encapsulation of the difficulties faced by Channel 4 in its grappling 
with its remit in the digital, multichannel, multiplatform era of British television, 
from Michael Jackson's time at the broadcaster onwards.  This was rather than 
a steady adaptation to rapid industrial and cultural change, as Caldwell's work 
suggests in relation to American broadcasting vis-a-vis digital.  Spray was also 
a consequence of the minority audience group (youth) upon which Channel 4 
had chosen to focus its energies, in Channel 4's attempts to address that 
group's rapidly changing nature. 
Issues of method
Information about such moments of television history is often difficult to locate 
and the content linked to them almost impossible to witness, with only the most 
profitable and sanitised parts of history being made easily available.  This raises 
a host of questions relating to the viability of producing counter-histories, as well 
as around the materials that can be utilised to construct them.  Certain histories 
cannot be articulated due to patchiness of archives and pertinent materials that 
would be needed to produce them.  This means that the potential for alternative 
narratives is stymied, particularly in the digital age, by the junking of ephemera 
either seen as potentially harmful to broadcasters' brand images, irrelevant or 
taking up much-needed bandwidth.  Such a mindset allows for the forgetting of 
early digital broadcasting history, with the removal of such materials acting as a 
disavowal of it by broadcasters.  This leads to the production of a history more 
notable for its programming absences and historical gaps, characterised by a 
lack of the more problematic and jarring moments of flux, fluidity and 
uncertainty.  These moments should be seized upon by historians, as they 
represent an opportunity to utilise disregarded and disparaged artefacts, data 
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and materials to provide nuanced narratives that run counter to the officially 
sanctioned versions. 
As John Corner (2003) discusses in his work on the historiography of 
television, the issues concerning such work often centre around what can be 
said (in an original fashion) about the archive materials actually available, 
particularly when such (inextensive) materials have often been “pre-selected” 
(p.277), leading to the problem of trying to deviate beyond the set nature of 
such material.  However, he raises the point (p.273) that it is always worth 
examining which materials are made available to scrutinise and which are not 
(and why), as this shapes the nature of the work produced.  Lacey (2006, p.7) 
expands on this in terms of how broadcasters consider the process of saving 
(and exploiting) their archives, suggesting that:
Archiving television programmes was a haphazard business (...) driven 
more by the internal demands of the broadcasters than any clear 
curatorial policy aimed at preserving material for posterity.
Arguably, there is the danger of producing versions of history that are just as 
partial as the “official” versions, over-correcting oversights and absences by 
seizing upon historical moments or a selection of televisual case-studies which 
have been neglected, often dictated by their unavailability within conventional 
archives, but which provide vital insights regarding the institution that broadcast 
them and the time period they appeared in.  However, it would be remiss to 
elide or further neglect these moments, as previous histories (and indeed, as 
the broadcasters themselves) have done, as they provide genuinely alternative 
perspectives upon broadcasters, historical time-periods and various types of 
programming.  These moments and materials subsequently inform and build a 
narrative which ties into and supports the goals of this research, creating an 
account of Channel 4's early digital endeavours and long-standing appeals to 
youth, highlighting a version of (online and broadcast) history that would 
otherwise be forgotten.
5
Such histories can be retrieved and pieced together via the use of digital 
ephemera and artefacts.  These materials highlight how Channel 4 branded and 
perceived its content, which can be set against the reality of how it executed its 
policies and strategies.  As Messenger-Davies (2010, p.38) perceptively 
suggests, “...to preserve television as a medium for future scrutiny, it is not 
enough to preserve individual programmes; we need to preserve its essential  
structures too." (Emphasis added).  The utility of tools such as the Wayback 
Machine (http://archive.org/web/web.php), which operates “outside the 
entanglements of national governments and funding agencies” (Urrichio 2009a, 
p.143), is to potentially preserve these “essential structures” and moments of 
media history that would otherwise go unremarked or be supplanted in favour of 
official rhetoric and corporate narratives that showcase broadcasting institutions 
and their programming policy in the best possible light.  However, the 
production of media histories utilising new media research tools is not without 
its own set of issues, which partially involves the preservation of the “essential 
structures” mentioned above.  As Schneider and Foot (2004, p.115) highlight, 
web content is inherently ephemeral and transient in that it is constantly 
changing and evolving by design and by its nature as “performance media” (like 
television and radio).  This makes it extremely difficult to capture accurately.  As 
has been mentioned, the Wayback Machine performs this capturing function, 
however Brügger (2009, p.127) suggests that there are issues with this process, 
mentioning that:
The archived web document (on the Wayback Machine) is not only 
incomplete, but is also ‘too complete’; something that was not on the live 
web at the same time, the content of two webpages or website sections, 
is now combined in the archive and it is difficult to determine what the 
website was actually like at a given point in time.
With the problem being that the Wayback Machine, in an effort to produce a 
working snapshot of a specific space at a particular time, may well produce an 
6
artefact that never actually existed in that form, leading to problems in 
producing accurate historical work.  Ankerson (2012) suggests that “web 
historians” should follow the lead of media and broadcast historians in terms of 
using their methodological approaches, as a template for studying the web in 
order to create a new media historiography.  However, she continues the 
themes raised by Schneider & Foot and Brügger, pointing out that:
Web archives that include only preserved (often partially preserved) 
digital files without proper contextualization will leave future web 
historians with the inverse problem to that faced by broadcast historians. 
While broadcast historians have only had access to the extensive 
internal and external communications surrounding the audiovisual  
program, web historians will find themselves with partial access to digital  
files and scant evidence of the behind-the-scenes communications  
detailing the how-and-why of cultural production. (p.391 – Emphasis 
added)
This is particularly pronounced when web historians and media researchers 
have to rely upon officially-sanctioned archives and materials.  However, as 
both Uricchio (2009) and Schneider & Foot (2004) point out, there is now a 
greater imperative for there to be crossover between the role of the researcher 
and that of the archivist, with “new archival practices (… redefining) the archive 
from social agent to social practice” (Uricchio 2009, p.144), with researchers 
becoming more heavily involved in the production, propagation and 
maintenance of archive materials (Schneider & Foot 2004, p.119).  Such 
practices are becoming apparent in unofficial spaces online (such as YouTube 
and torrent sites for video content, TV-Ark for screengrabs, industry and fan-
blogs providing background context), which begin to fill in the gaps left by a 
partial preservation of digital content by official bodies.
This thesis, as well as utilising digital, “accidental” archives in order to 
piece together Channel 4's latter-day operations, will look to achieve its goal of 
producing fresh insights via a previously inaccessible resource: Channel 4 
press packs from 1982 to 2004.  These will be examined to determine the 
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promotion and scheduling of Channel 4's early programming strategies used to 
appeal to youth.  These materials will allow for an analysis of other unheralded 
content, as well as a tracking of Channel 4's commitment to various types of 
programming, which in tandem with the use of materials from the trade press 
(such as Broadcast, Televisual and Television) and newspaper archives (via 
Nexis), provide vital contextual information and allow for counter-narratives to 
be created.
In addition, the combination of “old” and “new” media archives, as well as 
official and unofficial materials, allows for methodologically fresh research. 
Indeed, the methodology for this thesis ties into recent movements within 
academia towards what Huhtamo & Parikka (2011) have dubbed “media 
archaeology”.  Unsurprisingly, this involves uncovering discarded or forgotten 
materials in order to both grasp a more nuanced sense of the past, whilst 
allowing the researcher to make sense of the present media environment, using 
research tools of the future to do so. 
When a combination of accidental archives such as YouTube, in 
conjunction with tools like the Wayback Machine and resources like the official 
Channel 4 press packs are used in conjunction with one another, then these 
moments of forgotten history, “invisible television” (mentioned below) and 
experimental failures can be discussed and placed within a more nuanced, 
alternative history.  Channel 4's failures and inconsistencies, rather than the 
officially sanctioned histories which accentuate and emphasise the 
broadcaster's successes, illustrate an alternative and more complex version of 
its history.  These include the moments of experimentation and innovation - 
things which are supposed to make up the DNA of broadcasters like Channel 4 
- which were either poorly conceived, poorly marketed or introduced too early or 
far too late.  The moments of flux that have been made unavailable by 
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broadcasters or ignored by media historians articulate, in the most vital fashion, 
moments of media history that showcase uncertainty and confusion.  These are 
the moments between new media prominence and old media decay, as well as 
between the notions of broadcasting and new media networks and platforms. 
Such moments provide the opportunity to fill the gaps in existing scholarship 
surrounding Channel 4 specifically, as well as producing original material 
concerned with British television more generally. 
Literature review
In order to execute these aims, the project will draw upon scholarship 
concerned with genre, broadcasting history, media and memory, new media and 
convergence, branding and promotional cultures, audiences and spectatorship 
theory, archives and archiving and social media.  Such a broad array of themes 
and theories is necessary in order to extrapolate Channel 4's position within the 
wider televisual environment, placing the institution in the proper historical 
contexts in order to divine its potential future.   Given that this project deals with 
“forgotten histories”, the periods and programming that I wish to discuss often 
possess little in the way of critical writing upon them.  My work therefore seeks 
to build upon and re-contextualise the often limited or dated pre-existing 
scholarship in the periods and fields within which this thesis operates.  
The work of American theorists such as John Caldwell (2003, 2005) and 
Henry Jenkins (2004, 2006), usefully covers the industrial and the audience-
oriented elements of convergence culture and its impacts respectively. 
Caldwell's (2003) “second-screen aesthetics”, as was mentioned earlier, 
operates as an extremely useful pont of comparison to spray, as he discusses 
American television's attempts to cope with industrial and technological change, 
whilst outlining the impacts of such change on production and scheduling 
strategy.   However, more recent research by Sharon Ross (2008) and Amanda 
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Lotz (2007a), which tracks institutional strategies for coping within the “post-
network”, “post-television” landscape, is extremely instructive on both thematic 
and methodological levels.  Their research, rooted in the context of American 
television production, distribution and reception, provides a potential framework 
that can be further elaborated upon and adapted for a specifically British milieu, 
offering a synthesis of (para)textual analysis and critical history concerned with 
youth television and the spaces designed to house and promote it.
In the UK instance, Will Brooker (2001), Karen Lury (2001) and Davis & 
Dickinson’s edited collection (2004) are key texts that either productively 
discuss the dispersed and “overflowing” nature of youth television texts (in the 
case of Brooker) or provide a useful insight into the genesis and development of 
youth television (in the cases of Lury and Davis & Dickinson).  Brooker's work is 
useful in that it offers an opportunity to rework and update a concept, as was 
mentioned earlier with spray, into something that more accurately describes the 
textual and promotional strategies of British broadcasters, particularly Channel 
4.  Lury's work, on the other hand, is an extremely instructive work which 
combines historical insight into 1980s and 1990s youth televisual forms with 
theoretical rigour, touching upon themes and ideas that operate as a partial 
template for my own thesis.  However, this research, although extremely useful, 
is also extremely dated and, with the exception of Lury’s research, focussed 
around American textual forms. 
Equally pertinent to my research would be the recent work of James 
Bennett, as well as the work completed by Brett Mills, Frances Bonner and 
Perry & Coward.  Bennett's past (2008a, 2008b) and more recent (2012) 
research has focussed on the BBC and the independent production community, 
providing insights relating to the impact of new technologies on public service 
broadcasting.  This research has interrogated the long-term impact of 
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multiplatform commissioning and content upon the televisual, developing 
research that balances between industry and academia.  The ideas of 
“ordinary”, “lost” and “invisible” television are each covered by Bonner (2003), 
Perry & Coward (2011) and Mills (2011) respectively, who discuss genres and 
forms of television that have often been neglected and elided within televisual 
histories.  Such oversights have occurred either due to their perceived lack of 
cultural value (with some televisual forms, such as drama, comedy and 
documentary, being prioritised over others) or due to a paucity of readily 
available materials necessary to provide a more accurate, nuanced history. 
This work provides insight both to discourses of quality and economics, as well 
as to the importance of (digital) archiving practices in order to produce 
accurate/counter-histories and alternative narratives.  
Such research therefore provides the rationale for producing chapters that 
work to provide histories previously forgotten, which are focussed on Channel 
4's youthful fringe programming and scheduling experiments, utilising its 
discarded and disregarded ephemera to do so.  In addition, the work of John 
Corner (2003) is extremely useful in terms of understanding the practices and 
methodological concerns involved in producing media histories (along with how 
a “lack” subsequently shapes how narratives can be produced), whilst Megan 
Ankerson's (2012) work on web histories articulates the difficulties in new media 
historiography, suggesting that new media researchers should follow the lead of 
broadcast historians in terms of method, offering a useful template for this work.
Indeed, recent developments within academia look to be displaying a 
recognition regarding the importance of utilising archive materials to produce 
more effective and nuanced historical research.  “The History of Forgotten 
Television Drama in the UK”, an AHRC research project announced in 2013 and 
undertaken by Lez Cooke and John Hill at Royal Holloway, offers up an 
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example of contemporary and comparable research to the aims of this thesis, 
providing solutions to the perceived gaps in television history and providing 
alternative histories in the process. 
Chapter overview
The structure of this thesis is a chronological and thematically iterative reflection 
of Channel 4's strategy to appeal to youth audiences through various 
programming.  In the process, it will examine various promotional and 
scheduling strategies that were deployed in order to attract this “marginalised” 
demographic.  This structure will also reflect how Channel 4 steadily evolved its 
aims, identity and its relationship with both public service broadcasting and 
commercial imperatives.  Each chapter will highlight the problematic balancing 
act the broadcaster faced due to its status and its strategic choices.
The opening chapter summarises the contrasts between promises, 
institutional rhetoric and Channel 4's agreed remit, with the actual operation, 
programming strategies and realities of operating in a gradually shifting 
televisual marketplace, with an increasing dissonance between rhetoric and 
practice illustrated post-1990 Broadcasting Act.  Subsequently, a more 
pronounced shift by Channel 4 towards a youth focus, which this thesis aims to 
track through a series of case study “strands” chapters, is discussed.  This is in 
order to track more pronounced attempts by Channel 4 to bridge between the 
public service aspects of its remit and the necessity to be profitable within a 
competitive marketplace, post-1990 Broadcasting Act, with the tracking of this 
balancing act being key to the aims of this thesis.   Following this is a brief case 
study, focussing upon imported content, which provides an early example of 
Channel 4's stranding and zoning strategies, along with its attempts to balance 
between its disparate drives.  It discusses how this content was subsequently 
re-purposed for youth audiences and held up as evidence of “innovation” or 
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“quality” programming, whilst simultaneously (in the case of genre television) 
being ill-deployed and erratically promoted.  The case study culminates in a 
discussion of the intensified focus upon the building of brand identity for both 
Channel 4 and its programming through the increasing experimentation with 
digital promotion and online spaces, foreshadowing more extensive work on the 
topic in later chapters.
Following this chapter, the thesis then moves onto one of its primary aims: 
constructing “forgotten histories”, which will be executed via a series of three 
“strands” chapters (continuing the themes raised in the opening chapter, along 
with providing further examples of strands other than the imports example 
featured within this chapter).  The purpose of these chapters is to provide both 
"forgotten histories" of neglected programming and eras of Channel 4, as well 
as to re-articulate and re-frame existing histories of Channel 4 through the lens 
of youth, whilst examining the balance of its remit and its commitment to notions 
of “innovation”.  Each of these three strands chapters illustrate different 
conceptualisations of the youth audience by Channel 4 within distinct parts of its 
schedule.  They each utilised content that had different purposes and fulfilled 
different elements of Channel 4's mission.  The public service elements are 
covered within chapters on late night experimental TV and educational 
broadcasting, whilst the more commercial side of Channel 4 is tracked through 
the chapter discussing weekend lifestyle programming (following up on the 
commercial imports mentioned within the first chapter) .  However, such 
definitions and demarcations are not necessarily that straightforward, with 
ostensibly commercial content often serving a public service function and vice-
versa.  These chapters are important in that they allow us to identify the 
broadcaster's actions and strategies over forgotten or neglected periods, 
foreshadowing Channel 4's contemporary endeavours and engagement with 
youth.  They also provide fresh insight into how and why the broadcaster has 
13
reached its current position, illustrating Channel 4's gradual evolution. 
The second chapter examines Channel 4's late-night provision for cult, 
youth audiences, further expanding upon themes expressed within the case 
study discussed within the first chapter.  Such a study is necessary, given the 
paucity of critical writing on this type of programming but also this particular 
historical moment which displays Channel 4's shift from analogue to digital 
distribution and content production.  This case study covers vital discussions 
concerning Channel 4's usage of cult, experimental and 'trashy' programming 
within post-watershed scheduling to attract youth audiences.  It places such 
programming in contrast with the quality imported programming discussed in 
the previous chapter, bringing into sharp focus the balancing act concerning 
Channel 4's desires and imperatives.  These programming experiments and 
televisual ephemera, which I call paratelevision, articulate wider issues 
concerning Channel 4's positioning, strategy and sense of identity in the 90s. 
Channel 4's usage of new media spaces and user-generated content (UGC), 
along with their interrelationship with audiences/users which would lead the way 
for future Channel 4 initiatives, are also highlighted here.
The third chapter examines Channel 4's use of weekend daytime 
scheduling as a vital youth zone, highlighting Channel 4's increasing “lifestyling” 
of both televisual and new media spaces.  Like the previous chapter, it fills gaps 
in historical and critical research surrounding this moment, which is particularly 
pertinent in that it showcases an increasing commerciality and focus upon 
branding by Channel 4 which would permeate throughout all the broadcaster's 
dealings in the twenty-first century.  It operates as a contrast to the late-night 
chapter in that the music and lifestyle-centric content (via the 4Music 
zone/strand) was what supplanted experimental content, showing the more 
commercial relationship Channel 4 had with youth demographics.  This chapter 
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provides a historical overview of youth/teen provision within weekend 
schedules, culminating in an extended analysis of the T4 branded youth strand 
and its featured programming, discussing the changing nature of televisual 
genre along the way.  It also highlights Channel 4's increased reliance upon the 
exploitation and re-purposing of its archives and its talent, with an overt shift 
towards commercialisation, sponsorship and cheap entertainment, comparing 
this creative stagnation to another televisual youth brand that followed a similar 
journey: MTV.  This culminates in an extended discussion of branding that 
foreshadows later chapters and Channel 4's reliance upon promotion in order to 
show innovation, rather than innovative content.
The fourth chapter examines Channel 4's educational provision for youth 
audiences, once again covering areas that have been lacking within academic 
research, whilst continuing to highlight Channel 4's problematic relationship with 
youth and its remit.  Broken into three main sections - education, schools and 
learning - in order to demarcate between and add nuance to Channel 4's 
educative provision for youth over time, the chapter targets the issues core to 
Channel 4's situation as hybrid PSB/commercial publisher.  It tracks the 
channel's gradual re-framing of what constituted educative provision, whilst 
displaying Channel 4's gradual culling of traditional education programming in 
favour of new media and interactive solutions which could be more flexible and 
potentially profitable.  The final section, covering latter-day educational 
provision within the primarily non-televisual arena, showcases the potential 
such educational 'projects' could have for the fulfilment of latter-day public 
service.  It also displays Channel 4's desire to innovate with multiplatform 
commissions which would also be seen within non-educational commissions 
across Channel 4's suite of channel-brands.  However, it also highlights 
Channel 4's lack of long-term strategy and concerted commitment to public-
service content, which was shown by the killing off of initiatives and 
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commissions which had little televisual presence or potential for commercial 
exploitation.  Channel 4's balancing act subsequently compromised the 
coherence and quality of execution of both strategy and multiplatform 
commissions, raising issues that resurface in future programming to be covered 
in the seventh chapter.
Connecting these strands chapters with the final chapter is chapter five, an 
examination of Channel 4's digital youth channel, E4, which is compared with 
the BBC's own attempt at multichannel youth provision, BBC3 (latterly Three). 
This chapter is a bridge.  Firstly, in terms of the thesis itself it bridges between 
the strands and final chapter covering digital platforms.  Secondly, it highlights a 
moment of flux in broadcasting history between terrestrial and multichannel, as 
well as between televisual (old media) and digital (new media) content.  The 
examples of E4 and BBC Three are used to highlight differing modes of youth 
provision, alternate perceptions of public service and varying institutional 
enthusiasms for new media provision.  Comparisons between two broadcasters 
who are public-service oriented, show how they remained competitive and 
relevant within a multichannel environment in a similar, yet distinct fashion.  This 
chapter outlines Channel 4's designing of E4-as-template regarding youth 
programming, commissioning and branding strategies, along with the cultivation 
of audiences and understanding of their consumption practices which would 
latterly be implemented by the Channel 4-as-channel itself.  E4, like Channel 4's 
strands and zones, acted as an extended and uncertain experiment for what 
Channel 4-as-network was trying to achieve with Channel 4-as-channel, which 
is discussed in detail in the seventh chapter. 
The sixth and final chapter examines present-day Channel 4, elaborating 
on elements raised throughout the thesis which highlighted Channel 4's 
strategic testing of programming, promotion and distribution practices.  This 
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chapter offers a critical analysis of Channel 4's usage and development of video 
on-demand (VOD), social media and second-screen viewing, as well as its 
continued adherence to archive exploitation.  However, through a series of case 
studies focussing on contemporary Channel 4 programming, which offer a 
critical examination of Channel 4 policy and strategy in terms of youth content 
and promotion, comparisons and parallels will be drawn between present-day 
Channel 4 operations and those experiments discussed in the earlier strands. 
The key argument throughout suggests that Channel 4's contemporary strategy 
is not one of experiment or risk-taking, but rather recycling and rebranding, with 
the innovation that the channel prides itself on being generated through its 
embrace of multi-platform promotional campaigns, rather than the pushing of 
formal televisual boundaries.  The chapter also seeks to track the shift away 
from both Channel 4-as-broadcaster, as well as Channel 4-as-public-service-
broadcaster, towards that of an aggregator-network that drifts across spaces, 
neglecting and renegotiating its remit at frequent intervals.
However, this thesis will begin by offering a brief outline of Channel 4's 
historical purpose and remit, subsequently laying out the series of key themes 
and debates which will recur throughout this thesis, beginning a process which 
tracks fluidic Channel 4 strategy in terms of policy, programming and promotion 
from its inception to the present-day.
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Chapter 1: Youth and innovation at Channel 4 – The 
pre-history of  spray  
This chapter will be split into two main sections.  The first will begin by briefly 
sketching out Channel 4's initial role and purpose, as an innovation-embracing, 
public service-obligated, youthfully-oriented alternative to both the BBC and ITV 
broadcasting services in the 1980s, tracking its gradual shift towards more 
commercially-oriented goals in the 90s, due to changing institutional, industrial, 
legislative and economic contexts.
An examination of dominant trends and themes within British television 
from the 1990s onwards will subsequently be undertaken.  This will be followed 
up by a summary of how such programming was presented within a 
fragmentary and niche-oriented schedule which aimed to cater for a 'youthful' 
audience.  Such a shift belied a growing reliance within television more 
generally on audience research and demographic targeting, articulating the 
problematic nature of conceptualising audience groups (and trying to appeal to 
them with appropriate content).  It will also showcase the series of key debates 
that will run throughout this thesis, setting the scene for subsequent chapters. 
These include the highlighting of institutional tensions for Channel 4 in bridging 
between the public service intentions that lead to its inception and the 
competitive television marketplace which became an increasing concern from 
the 90s onwards, along with Channel 4's attempts at defining and catering for 
'youth', as well as interpreting its goals of "innovation" in a number of ways.
The second section of this chapter will examine some of the strategies and 
themes outlined in the first with a case study of Channel 4’s deployment of 
imported content, particularly within early evening scheduling.  This was an 
example of the broadcaster endeavouring to provide an counter-programming 
alternative for previously neglected youthful audiences. whilst engaging in a 
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series of rebranding and repurposing exercises in order to refresh such content. 
The emphasis in this instance being on re-branding and promotion, exploiting 
older archive content and renewing it, in order for Channel 4 to fulfil its remit 
goals of innovation, experimentation and public service.  These 'quality' imports 
propagated a version of public service whilst also providing the necessary 
commerciality, offering up another example of Channel 4's attempts to bridge 
the gap between public service and ratings success, as well as between 
innovative, boundary-pushing content and risk-free programming.
It will subsequently proceed to examine the sense of 'fit' and success of 
particular imports within early evening scheduling, which will also investigate 
issues of genre along with perceptions of both youth audiences and American 
television.  It will culminate in a brief examination of Channel 4's treatment of 
science-fiction/fantasy series and how it often equated such material with 'teen 
TV' as part of a strategy to compete with BBC2's early evening youth zone, 
DEF II (1988-94).  Two series which illustrate Channel 4's ill-advised attempt to 
conflate adult, serious sci-fi/fantasy series with teen TV were Buffy spin-off 
Angel (1999-2004) and the space-opera Babylon 5 (1994-98).  The section will 
also look at how Channel 4's erratic scheduling failed to maximise the potential 
of imported content, as the channel struggled between its obligation towards 
allowing innovative, homegrown content to flourish and to guarantee ratings 
success with imports.
However, the main thrust of this section will track how imported content 
went from a vital element of Channel 4's prime-time strategies that enabled it to 
create a discourse of 'quality' around the Channel 4 brand in the 90s, towards 
something that could be used as 'filler' in parts of the schedule designated for 
youth viewing, such as the Sunday youth zone T4.  Channel 4's subsequent 
increased use of multi-media and exploration of digital spaces and platforms in 
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order to better promote and exploit imported content will also be investigated, 
whilst comparing Channel 4’s strategy to American cable/network attempts. 
Two key case study examples that illustrate this shifting strategy, foreshadowing 
Channel 4’s future digital endeavours, are Dawson’s Creek (1998-2003) and 
Lost (2004-10).  The former was a series that went from prime-time to Sunday 
morning, but allowed Channel 4 to create a template for future digital 
lifestyle/youth brands, whilst the promotion of the latter changed how Channel 4 
operated in digital spaces and displayed the growing importance Channel 4 
placed on innovation within digital platforms and their youthful users.
'Quality', 'innovation' and 'youth' – Pulling the strands together to solve 
“the Channel 4 problem”
Harvey (1994, p.124) argues that the germinal Channel 4 had two interrelated 
purposes upon its introduction; “to introduce stylistic and content innovations 
into British television and to introduce new industrial structures for the 
production of programmes”.  To summarise, it was a commissioner rather than a 
producer of programming, designed to operate as a “publisher” broadcaster, 
modelled after literary publishing houses (Bonner & Aston 2003, p.7).  The initial 
impact that Channel 4, under its first Chief Executive Jeremy Isaacs, made 
upon British television may have been negligible in terms of garnering large 
audience figures for its programmes, but substantial in terms of developing the 
potential shapes that television could take, themes it could cover and audiences 
it could address.  Indeed, its essential difference and 'alienness', particularly in 
comparison to the  preexisting BBC and ITV services, was a potential hurdle for 
audiences to initially overcome and eventually adapt to (Stoddart 1992, p.3).  It 
also served as encouragement for these more well-established televisual 
providers to try and adapt and evolve their services in order to incorporate 
Channel 4’s innovations in youth audience address and style.  Future Chief 
Executive Michael Jackson confirms this when he suggested that much of what 
appeared on the channel was later “reconstituted and reconceptualised” by the 
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competition (“Channel 4: Foresight & Afterwords”, 1992, p.16).  In the case of its 
industrial impact, Channel 4’s introduction to British television was a means with 
which to disrupt the status quo of the BBC and ITV (Potter 1989, Harvey 1994, 
Crisell 1997) as a comfortable and staid duopoly, in its commitments to diversity 
and difference, along with innovation and experiment.
Up until the 1980s, public service broadcasting was the dominant model 
for television within Europe, providing a vital resource for the participation of 
citizens in the democratic process.  However, the 1990s, with the 1990 
Broadcasting Act in particular, proved to be a turning point in the overall 
conception of the media.  Indeed, Murdock (2000, pp.118-123) describes a shift 
from an idea of “broadcasting” towards one of “television”, moving from the 
principles of serving the public on a national scale, towards serving the whims 
of consumers within a global market.  This was part of a more general shift, 
especially within British media policy first sketched out by the Conservative 
government in the 80s and 90s and fleshed out further by the Labour 
government, towards a free market ideology of competition and de-regulation 
(Smith 2006) and commercialisation (Syvertson 2003, Chalaby & Segell 1999). 
These policies were rationalised by a modernising governmental push towards 
digitalisation of the media, particularly in the later 90s (Born 2003), placing 
control in the hands of the companies who have been developing and 
subsequently implementing these technologies.  As Chalaby & Segell (1999, p. 
360) crucially point out, the companies in question were primarily commercially 
oriented, subsequently influencing the direction in which these technologies 
would be used.  
This situation led to a loss of control and wresting of dominance from the 
terrestrial television providers such as the BBC and Channel 4 to a wider 
broadcasting network.  This was primarily perpetuated through the satellite 
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television provider Sky and its competitors, such as BSB (British Satellite 
Broadcasting), which merged with Sky in 1990, along with cable TV/telephony 
providers.  Although the BBC, as part of a consortium, endeavoured to counter 
these developments and regain some control via its involvement with the 
Freeview digital terrestrial platform - itself developed from the ill-fated ITV 
Digital platform in 2002.  The additional governmental policies of deregulation of 
media ownership, allowing foreign interests to own and control the new satellite 
and cable markets (Murdock 2000) and creation of the unified communications 
regulator OFCOM in 2003, meant that the previously comfortable arrangement 
between public service-oriented terrestrial broadcasters was being shaken up 
(Petley in Gomery & Hockley 2006, p.43).   These policy developments and 
changes in structure recognised the shift away from “scarcity” in broadcasting 
towards “choice” and also allowed Labour to smooth the path towards free open 
markets (Smith 2006, p.929).  However, the disruption to terrestrial 
broadcasters was partially self-inflicted, through processes of change and 
rationalisation throughout the 90s.
In practical terms, the composition and shapes of British broadcasters in 
the 90s were significantly different from where these televisual institutions had 
been in previous decades, thanks in no small part to the Act’s emphasis on both 
“competition” and “quality”.  In order to achieve a consistency of “quality” in 
order to compete in the television marketplace, a process of standardisation 
and greater professionalisation at Channel 4 in particular was required and 
subsequently achieved throughout the late 80s and throughout the 90s, causing 
changes in what was commissioned and how it was subsequently deployed.
The regimentation of scheduling and commissioning practices is 
described by John Ellis (2002, p.148) as British television’s (and Channel 4’s in 
particular) shift from “offer-led” to “demand-led” television and scheduling.  From 
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broadcasters trying to fit the misshapen and uneven work of key producers or 
independent commissions into a schedule, to the channel stating exactly what it 
wanted from either the independent sector or its production units, leading to 
content that would fit the needs and requirements of an increasingly rigid 
schedule and its potential audiences.  This increased compartmentalisation of 
the schedule was predicated upon the targeting of specific demographic groups 
seen as valuable to the broadcaster.  However, this was often to the detriment 
to audiences not seen as “valuable”, which were often ill-served by this new, 
tightly-targeted focus (Ellis 2002, p.145).  This contrasted sharply with the initial 
Channel 4 remit to accommodate those who were not being catered for by other 
broadcasters, or the BBC’s commitment towards universalism.  The schedule, 
in this case, now “creates the demand for programmes” through demographic 
targeting (Ellis 2002, p.142), which in turn serve the needs of that particular 
timeslot and demographic, whilst competing for the latter with broadcasters who 
are chasing similar audiences.  Such a rationale would subsequently have a 
significant impact on the type of programming that would find a home on British 
screens, whilst displaying evidence of an increasingly market and ratings-led 
programming ideology.  This malleable and fluid approach to providing a 
televisual experience for audiences can again be summed up by Ellis who 
surmises that: 
...scheduling is about managing the ever-present nature of television.  It 
uses the immediate past as its most powerful referent in attempting to 
define the immediate future. (2002, p.144)
From the late 80s onwards, Channel 4 endeavoured to provide a greater sense 
of coherence and consistency in the channel’s overall output with a measure of 
predictability being introduced within a schedule that had formerly lacked a 
sense of order and rigidity under previous management.  The schedule 
subsequently had distinct segmentation and demarcation imposed within it, with 
one instance of this being the increased prevalence of programming 'strands' 
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and scheduling 'zones', along with seasons of programming.  The science-
themed Equinox (1986-2007) was one such example (Potter 2008, pp.170-75), 
with the documentary strand Cutting Edge (1990-2009), along with Late 
Licence (1993-6) occupying the late-night “zone” with thematically-organised 
content, being other representatives of this shift.  BBC2's DEF II  (1988-94), 
under the guidance of Janet Street-Porter, was an example of collected 
programming that appealed to distinct and youthful audience demographics, 
which was something that Channel 4 endeavoured to accomplish and evolved 
further throughout the 90s (which will be covered within subsequent chapters). 
These generically and thematically organised bundles of programming were 
placed within particular areas of the schedule throughout the year, allowing the 
viewer to have a greater, if not exactly precise, idea regarding the type of 
programming they could expect to find.
The use of strands were a means by which to organise the schedule, but 
also gave producers an idea of the types of programming that were desired by 
the channel, which constituted a development from Channel 4's earlier, looser 
scheduling practices.  Stranding (and zoning) is an industry term, describing a 
process of bundling together thematically similar programming, such as 
science-oriented (Equinox) or educational content (Channel 4 Schools), into 
persistent, consistent slots within the schedule in order to retain specific 
audience groups (Deans 1999).  As Ellis (2002, p.158) once again points out, 
Channel 4 commissioner Stuart Cosgrove was responsible for introducing 
“zones” into Channel 4 schedules, which were subsequently places where the 
channel could experiment with content.  Different strands were placed at 
different fixed zones within the schedule, each of which operated in a particular 
fashion and offered distinctively different output.  Examples of this in operation 
would be the post-Breakfast slot in the mornings or the 6pm slot that was 
utilised by other broadcasters for early evening news bulletins.  These strands, 
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along with a gradual reliance upon content that could be redeployed elsewhere 
(such as American imports, discussed further below), gave Channel 4 a greater 
structure and balance, as well a means by which to expand audiences and 
therefore market share.  However, their use had the potential to negatively 
impact upon levels of innovation, creativity and diversity espoused by the 
channel’s early operations, through this repetition and greater structural rigidity 
(or at least, cause a reconceptualisation of how the channel perceived such 
terms).  In addition, this 'niche-ing' of the schedule, mimicking cable and 
satellite channel practices, had the effect of fragmenting and fracturing Channel 
4’s brand identity during this period.
Channel 4’s brand identity, via the programming that helped generate it, 
altered perceptibly with increasing rapidity throughout the 1990s.  This is 
commensurate with swift turnover of commissioning staff within all departments, 
as well as the importation of particular 'quality' programming.  Threads and 
themed seasons on animation (Animate TV, 1990 - ), extreme or controversial 
television and film (“Banned”, April 1991), short filmmaking (The Shooting 
Gallery, 1995 - ), gender & sexuality (Queer Street, August 1998) and late-night 
content (Late Licence, 1993; 4Later, 1999-2001), were chronologically bundled 
closely together.  This programme-bundling (or stranding) was often an attempt 
by various commissioners to leave his or her mark upon the channel and its 
brand identity.  Unfortunately, many of these strands were often short-lived. 
Many of the above strands and zones were hidden in the depths of the post-
watershed/late night schedule, with such content not being designed for a 
mainstream audience.  Such thematically organised programming is also 
associated with the (self-styled) contrary spirit of Channel 4 itself: as a 
boundary-pushing 'innovator', as well as a provocateur.  This content also 
highlighted Channel 4’s need to be seen to cater for specialist audiences as it 
did in the past.  In particular, programming along the lines of gender, sexuality 
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and alternative lifestyle choices, which it was obligated to do, represented the 
masthead of many seasons and strands.  With the branding and presentation of 
this material, the channel was also hedging its bets and looking to reach wider 
youthful demographics through this provocative mode of address, along with the 
ostensible “minority groups” at which such programming was being aimed at.
The riskier and less commercially-oriented content that could be 
witnessed within these various strands and zones had to be balanced out with 
content that was safer; thematically, economically and with regard to audience 
appeal.  The intrinsic flexibility of factual entertainment formats provided 
terrestrial and satellite broadcasters with economic and creative latitude, as 
these could be made to satisfy programming requirements and quotas whilst 
remaining relatively cheap - a key feature in order to remain competitive and 
solvent within the marketplace.  Established formats and successful formulas 
represented a reduction of risk, as they could be tweaked and reworked to fit 
the needs of various youthful demographics.  This is something that British 
broadcasters in general progressively favoured, given the gradual turn towards 
an increasingly populist programming ethos (Cooke 2003) since the process of 
digitisation within television in the 90s (Murdock 2000, Deuze 2007).  
Channel 4’s ideals pertaining to innovation related more to elaboration 
upon televisual forms.  Increasingly, the aim appeared to be to produce unseen 
formats, novel marketing and varied distribution, rather than actual programmed 
content that pushed boundaries thematically or aesthetically.  Arguably, this is 
even more the case in the contemporary context, where “television” is 
developed outside of the medium, with the televisual having lesser prominence. 
In this instance, importance is not just placed in the source text itself, but rather 
in how it can be re-worked and re-interpreted by both audiences and those who 
are in charge of promoting these texts (which is something that is discussed at 
26
length within the final chapter).  This undoubtedly began with Channel 4’s initial 
steps into new media and multiplatform usage with Big Brother (2001-10) and 
continues in the latter instance with such youth drama series as Skins (2007-
2013).  Crucially, in the case of its contemporary educational/schools provision 
(via 4Learning), Channel 4 has abandoned the traditional televisual text 
altogether in favour of multiplatform projects (more of which in later chapters). 
The core text itself could be seen either as a catalyst for these kinds of 
elaboration which would ensure a sense of brand loyalty (in the case of Skins), 
or as content that could be recycled or elaborated upon by the channel itself in 
order to maximise its “use-value” (as Big Brother was).  Texts that allowed for or 
encouraged these kinds of practices could be held up as evidence of 
“innovation”, both in terms of new or different production practice, as well as 
reception/consumption practices.  Such practices were useful as a means to 
defend the channel against criticism that it had lost sight of its purpose, as well 
as its remit obligations, which were defined in the 2003 Communications Act as 
requiring “innovation” and “experimentation” to be woven into the fabric of the 
form and content of what it transmitted.
However, this raises a troubling question, which Cooke (2003, p.193) 
unpacks further in his work: is British programming of high quality, cultural 
value, social resonance and creativity being sacrificed due to the “market-led 
broadcasting environment”?  It is certainly true that broadcasters often turned to 
programmes sourced from elsewhere or content which expected (fan and 
youth) audiences to further create or work on these texts in order to receive a 
satisfactory experience.  Equally, content which endeavoured to replicate past 
successes, through a desire to avoid risk, via an endless recycling and refining 
of existing ideas and formats which can subsequently be sold to other televisual 
markets across the globe was also prevalent within schedules (Moran 1998, 
Potter 2008, Steemers 2004).  This usage of and reliance upon formats, along 
27
with the long-standing use of imported content, highlights a distinct schism in 
programming policy for those who purport to possess public service ideals.  It 
also serves as a continuation of a debate outlined earlier; between notions and 
genres of “quality” programming (such as drama, comedy, animation) and 
populist “trashy” forms such as what Bonner (2003, pp.22-23) outlines as 
Americanised “infotainment” or simply “factual entertainment” (Moseley 2003, 
p.104).  Dovey (2000, p. 83) develops these descriptors to their doomily logical 
conclusion as “trash” or “lowest common denominator TV”, which is certainly an 
accusation that can be levelled at reality formats that have appeared on 
Channel 4, such as Big Brother and its spin-offs.  The work of Cardwell (2005) 
neatly skewers this debate between “quality” and “trash” by discussing how 
“quality television” texts, such as drama series like Queer as Folk (1999-2000) 
and Teachers (2001-04), can actually be of dubious thematic/narrative merit 
thanks to their close association with soap opera tropes, whilst her later (2007) 
work tries to make the distinction between “quality” and “good” television – 
highlighting that they are, in actual fact, not one and the same.   However, the 
“quality” argument was often a ploy that was rooted in economics and profit, 
rather than an altruistic concern to provide the “best”, in the public service 
sense, possible programming for audiences. It is important to note however, 
that regardless of broadcasters’ best intentions, the need to be economically 
viable was increasingly taking a toll on such lofty ideals.  Ideals such as 
providing public service content (or content that provided “public value”) and the 
need to furnish diverse and marginal audiences with appropriate materials.  In 
addition, it should also be noted that, like terms such as “innovation” and 
“youth”, “quality” is an amorphous descriptor that shifts and evolves over time 
depending on industrial and cultural contexts, more effective in terms of 
understanding promotional strategy rather than content itself.
The various youth programming slots, zones and strands that were 
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scheduled and transmitted by Channel 4 (investigated in greater detail within 
the following chapters), correspond to British broadcasters’ varied 
conceptualisations of what constituted “youth” or a youthful address.  Enclaves 
were subsequently designed within the schedule, which were particularly 
prominent in the Michael Jackson era of Channel 4, in order to secure various 
youthful audiences via programming that was thematically associated 
(historically speaking) with youth interests.  This approach didn’t seek to serve a 
terribly sophisticated conceptualisation of youth tastes, often being organised 
around the themes of sex, drugs and music.  An example of this in extremis 
would be The Word (1990-95), a late night series originated by Charlie Parsons 
that encapsulated this unrefined approach to youth programming.  However, it 
also grabbed the attention of the desired demographic through its pushing at 
the boundaries of taste.  This programme and formula also had spiritual 
successors.  The Girlie Show (1996-97) replaced The Word – both in timeslot 
and sensibility - whilst Channel 4 latterly relied upon import programming such 
as South Park (1997 - ) and Jackass (2000-02) to appeal to this (mostly male) 
youth demographic.   Such content did however raise another age-old issue 
connected to Channel 4 content –the potential for complaints and (negative) 
publicity on the grounds of taste and decency (Vale 1997).
This process of compartmentalisation was an example of ‘niche-ing’ the 
schedule, or as Deans (1999) puts it “vertical zoning”, attracting specific 
demographics through the deployment of thematically focussed content.  This 
was evidence of Channel 4 being influenced by the branding and scheduling 
practices of specialised cable and satellite channels (such as MTV), who were 
beginning to encroach upon Channel 4's youth audiences.  However, this 
overwhelming desire to reach youth audiences can be seen as an early 
example of spray (although this phenomena more accurately describes a later, 
digital-centric era of Channel 4).  Spray, as mentioned within the introduction of 
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this thesis, was the encapsulation of Channel 4's efforts (in this instance) to cast 
its net wide in terms of attempting to appeal to youth audiences.  Channel 4's 
(and indeed other broadcasters, like the BBC) early zoning and stranding 
experiments, in order to capture youth audiences, are examples of spray. 
Spray can be seen through the efforts of the broadcaster to attract a wide and 
varied selection of valuable “youth” demographics.  Spray differs from Williams' 
(1974) flow or Brooker's (2001) overflow, as well as Caldwell's (2003) “second-
screen aesthetics”, in that it is defined by rapid and reactionary impulses, rather 
than carefully planned and stable strategising, to wider political and policy-
based contexts, as well as the actions of its competitors.  It summed up the 
difficulties faced by Channel 4 caused by its choice to focus upon “youth” as a 
viable means by which to consistently satisfy its remit.  Its fluidic strategy and 
the addressing of an  audience which was difficult to define and subsequently 
address consistently or effectively lead to issues for Channel 4, illustrated within 
later chapters.  With that said, Channel 4's stranding and zoning experiments 
sometimes offered up a varied selection of diverse programming and 
thematically esoteric content which often pushed aesthetic and formal 
boundaries, as part of Channel 4's attempt to creatively interpret its remit.
However, this strategy was often to the detriment of other audience 
groups.  As Ellis (2002, p.145) has observed, when the act of “competitive 
scheduling” is engaged in, it is inevitable that other, less potentially profitable 
demographics are neglected.  It is also worth noting that when Michael Jackson 
and Tim Gardam (director of programmes) arrived at the channel, a point was 
made to attempt to clear away any programming with limited youth appeal, as 
well as a focus upon the need to discover new ways to reach youth audiences 
(Potter 2008, pp.236-238).   Furthermore, this ostensibly edgy, risk-taking 
sensibility, which was considered necessary in successfully appealing to the 
lucrative youth demographic, was offset by extremely conservative and frugal 
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budgeting for these slots.  Reliance upon programming formulae, such as 
formatted entertainment and imported American content, as a means by which 
to consolidate audience share, was a further dilution of risk but also diluted 
Channel 4's 'otherness' compared to alternative broadcasters.  
There also did not appear to be a single, unified notion of what exactly 
constituted the tastes and preferences of the “youth audience”, or indeed who 
such an audience was other than a series of demographics, resulting in 
programming that espoused “youthfulness” or had a “youthful” tone, something 
that was not demographic-specific.  This is certainly an accusation that can be 
levelled at a multitude of music-oriented programming, which was often either 
classified by broadcasters as “youth” programming, thanks to the use of 
contemporary musical artists and bands, or conflated with youth programming. 
In short, they were seen as one as the same, in a somewhat simplistic 
understanding that this was what this demographic wanted (Smith 1994).  
This perspective is borne out by research carried out by the IBA, the 
precursor to the ITC and latterly OFCOM, from the late 70s and throughout the 
80s.  It is something that similarly preoccupies Rachel Moseley’s (2007) 
research into television drama for teens throughout the same period.  The IBA’s 
research, primarily correspondence between the IBA and the ITV companies, 
along with research reports studying teenagers and children, showcases their 
apparent issues with conceptualising these audiences and their tastes.  A 
example of this lies within the March 1987 IBA report “Youth and Television: 
Some Patterns of Behaviour, Appreciation and Attitudes”.  The report displays 
the issues with the sophistication and accuracy of said conceptualisations, with 
it stating that “ambiguities attend any attempt to define a clearcut group termed 
‘youth’” (1987, p.2).  Earlier research, as well as the 1987 report, endeavoured 
to move beyond simplistic (and often dubious in terms of accuracy) metrics 
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such as audience figures.  This was in order to garner a more nuanced 
appreciation of youth audiences via such measurements as patterns of 
“audience appreciation” and preferences, as well as showing an increased 
awareness of the difference between children and teenagers.  However, much 
of this work on taste broke down into somewhat simplistic binaries – comedy 
and action shows were “good”, news and current affairs was “bad/boring”, whilst 
sport was interesting for male audiences.  It can be summarised from this 
research that “youth” as a group is unsurprisingly heterogeneous, with 
idiosyncratic tastes, often liking programming that it was not “expected” to like. 
It was also suggested that this audience group was not terribly enamoured or 
spent concerted time with the medium of television itself (pre-Channel 4), which 
subsequently increased the difficulty involved in conceptualising their tastes and 
preferences.  This difficulty in understanding youth audiences and their tastes is 
something that extends into the present day, despite the increased 
sophistication of contemporary audience research.
Nowhere was this difficulty, in terms of understanding youth, as well as 
scheduling content for an idea of youth audiences rather than actual youth 
audiences, more apparent than in Channel 4's embrace of imported 
programming to target such audiences, which will now be used as a brief case-
study example to also illustrate Channel 4's attempted use of commercially-
oriented material to fulfil its public-service remit.
Innovation through imports?  How  Channel 4's process of repositioning,   
repurposing and rebranding led to a rethinking of youth programming 
policy for digital environments
...imported programmes change their meaning and become part of the 
British cultural context because of these assimilation processes. This 
essentially means that American television programmes in Britain have 
become different themselves: assimilated into the British system, they 
become part of the general emphasis on public service broadcasting and 
therefore seem removed from their commercial origin. (Weissmann 2009a, 
p.42)
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…imports also offer a much-needed alternative to domestic productions, 
as they help enliven the schedule, and sometimes even attract up-market 
viewers. While it could be argued that most broadcasters could fill their 
entire schedule with domestic productions, if so demanded, the resulting 
quality and range would be limited…Bought in programmes, therefore, 
offer diversity: in terms of style, genre, production values and culture. 
(Rixon 2007 p.101)
Channel 4 and Cecil Korer (Commissioning Editor for Entertainment until 
1984/85) initially bought particular imports to the channel in an attempt to confer 
the brand identity and overall essence of this programming to Channel 4, which 
would, in turn, contribute to its branding and remit-oriented endeavours, as well 
as attempting to (as Weissmann suggests) reposition them away from their 
“commercial origin”.  Indeed, imports were also utilised as a quick way to build a 
channel’s brand identity, which is something that is brought up in Fanthome’s 
(2003) overview of Channel 5’s 1997 launch and initial operating period, whilst 
as Rixon (in the quote at the start of this section) notes, such content operated 
as an “alternative”, which was a driving force of Channel 4 in its early period.
It was important, given Channel 4’s status as commissioner-publisher of 
programming, for the broadcaster to transmit selected content that fulfilled its 
mandate and conveyed a brand identity that had specific demographic appeal, 
whilst conforming to its public service requirements.  The rather amorphous 
descriptor of ‘quality’ allowed it to choose a diverse range of bought-in content, 
justifying its transmission in a variety of ways through Channel 4’s self-
promotion mechanisms (press packs).  The equally vague term ‘cult’ was also 
deployed to promote certain programming (something that is expanded upon 
within the late-night chapter).  These justifications were not always consistent or 
compelling however, with the use of ‘cult’ often being attached to vintage 
imports, or for genre programming.  Upon closer inspection, both discourses (of 
‘quality’ and ‘cult’) can be unpacked to uncover how Channel 4’s promotion of 
such programming often altered over time, adjusting to fit the perceived tastes 
of youth audiences, whilst its perception of such content's utility was certainly 
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fluid.
The utility of this programming to a new broadcaster is self-evident, 
particularly one with Channel 4’s early remit of innovation and diversity. 
Channel 4's early use of MTM’s roster of programming (such as The Mary Tyler 
Moore Show and Hill Street Blues), although not guaranteeing ratings success, 
allowed for flexibility in audience address, repositioning these texts for youthful 
audiences via promotion.  In addition, the formal innovation within this 
programming allowed Channel 4 to justify their purchase and repeated 
(re)deployment throughout the schedules.  The tag of 'quality' associated with 
these imported MTM productions provided a rebuttal to arguments pertaining to 
a perceived shift away from Channel 4's initial remit obligations, although as 
Johnson (2007, p.12) observes in relation to the broadcaster's relationship with 
such content:
Imported US programming has been a part of Channel 4’s schedules 
from its inception, including drama and comedy series such as Cheers, 
Roseanne and Hill Street Blues. However, as a central part of Channel 
4’s raison dˆetre was to boost the independent television production 
sector in the UK, foreign imports have historically been problematic for  
the channel. (Emphasis added)
This suggests that despite such material being vital in bolstering Channel 4's 
scheules and establishing an association with “quality”, there was the danger 
that it neglected (or failed to promote) its drive towards innovative, experimental 
home-grown commissions, which represented its public service obligations, in 
favour of more commercially-viable and ratings-oriented content.
In terms of the continual re-use of imports, Derek Kompare’s (2005) 
research interestingly repositions the repeat within American television as an 
opportunity for creativity, or “repetition as innovation” (p.170), rather than a 
cheap and easy schedule-filler.  The former rationale, rather than the latter, 
could be used as a defence for Channel 4 scheduling and procurement policy 
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within the late 80s and early 90s.  The “innovation” that Kompare discusses 
refers more to the deployment of programming by American cable channels in 
comparison to their network counterparts, rather than the content itself. 
Although as Kompare (p.171) insists, these channels didn’t merely “run” this 
content, “they strip it, promote it, repackage it and recombine it”.  This creativity 
in the re-presentation of content, imported or otherwise, was something that 
could be evidenced during the post-1990 Broadcasting Act period for Channel 
4.  It raises interesting questions concerning the nature of Channel 4's practices 
of “innovation”, along with how it chose to interpret its remit after shifts in the 
legislative and broadcasting environment, causing a greater imperative towards 
commercial viability.  Imports (and using them in order to appeal to “minority” 
youth audiences) were a safe way in which to bridge the gap between the 
channel's mandate for public service and its need for profitability, although their 
use arguably elided Channel 4's imperative to take risks and support British 
independent production.
The process of counter-programming imports against other broadcasters' 
schedules (providing the “alternative”), along with stripping (utilising specific 
series in the same slot across the weekly schedule), which was increasingly 
utilised throughout 90s-era Channel 4, was an extremely useful way to draw 
attention to the channel, as well as a means by which the channel could define 
itself against its terrestrial competition.  As time passed, this strategy evolved 
into competition with BBC2 for the same audiences in this scheduling slot.  This 
meant that these channels were often mimicking each others’ youth-oriented 
output, with import procurement and content commissioning often appearing 
reactive, rather than as part of a cogent, structured long-term strategy.  Rixon, 
in his discussions of BBC2 (and its DEF II strand) points out that;
As more ‘quality’ American productions appeared from the 1980s onwards, 
so these were used by BBC2 to target certain niche audiences, for 
example with the development of the 6–7pm slot which aimed to attract a 
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youth market…Such a timeslot, throughout the following 15 years, has 
often been filled by a number of American programmes (…) that have 
managed to attract a young male audience (2007, p.107)
This can be seen in the use of niche 'teen TV' along with genre programming, 
such as horror/sci-fi, with the two channels having comparable schedules at any 
one time throughout the late 80s and 90s.  Even after the BBC cancelled the 
dedicated DEF II strand in the early 90s, BBC2 continued to show youth/cult 
programming in the early evening weekday slot (Johnson 2005a, p.125). 
Replication of procurement strategy can be seen on numerous occasions, with 
BBC2 transmitting The X-Files (1993-2002), Buffy and Star Trek, Channel 4 had 
Dark Skies (1996-97), Angel and Babylon 5 as competition.  The issue, 
however, was in the promotion and deployment of this niche and youth content, 
with both Channel 4 and BBC2 finding it difficult to consistently promote and 
target programming defined as ‘cult’ or ‘youth’.  As Jancovich and Hunt (2004, 
p.27) pertinently point out:
…the problem is that cult TV is defined not by any feature shared by the 
shows themselves, but rather by the ways in which they are appropriated 
by specific groups.  There is no single quality that defines a cult text…
Channel 4 appeared more comfortable dealing with sitcom or drama imports, 
mainly as they could be straightforwardly subsumed within the promotional 
discourses of 'popular' and 'quality'.  However, when it came to more niche 
television – television either of a critically maligned genre (science fiction, 
horror, fantasy) or of hybridised genres (increasingly prevalent throughout 90s 
television) – the channel found scheduling and promoting them in a consistent 
and accurate fashion to be troublesome.  Programming which could be placed 
under the banner of ‘cult TV’ was as potentially difficult to successfully schedule 
and promote as the term ‘cult TV’ was to conceptualise, as Jancovich and Hunt 
mention above. 
These issues are unpacked further by Catherine Johnson (2005a, 
pp.124-129) who discusses “telefantasy” series broadcast on UK television 
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throughout the 90s.  She mentions the issues in scheduling and promotion of 
such programming on both BBC2 and Channel 4, along with the clashes 
between this hybridic, cult content and the role and purpose of public service 
providers.  What is most interesting, and relevant to this chapter’s purpose, is 
the latter’s classification of the former as “youth programming”.  As Hill and 
Calcutt (2001, p.3) complain in reference to two of Joss Whedon’s more well-
known works;
Neither BBC2 or Channel 4 perceive imported cult TV as suitable for 
primetime, preferring to rely on UK factual, lifestyle and drama to attract 
their niche adult audience. By classifying Buffy and Angel as children’s 
programming UK terrestrial TV is unable to respond to the expectations of 
fans, who are predominantly 16-35 year old primetime viewers. Clearly UK 
TV is out of step with cult TV and its fans. 
They continue by suggesting that cult TV (or “telefantasy”) series are ill-
regarded by terrestrial broadcasters, with regular scheduling and promotion of 
them not being a priority, with these series often not receiving a sustained or 
consistent run within the schedules (p.4).  The work of Catherine Johnson 
(2010, pp.142-43) is once again instructive here, as she postulates that there 
were two types of cult TV pre-X-Files.  Either American network shows like Star 
Trek that garnered a cult audience in syndication, or cable shows like Mystery 
Science Theatre (1988-99) produced for niche audiences, with the processes of 
fandom and fan loyalty being key to both types’ success.  These two types are 
equally evident in Channel 4’s strategies in terms of its use of imports – cult 
audiences for its vintage imports and niche audiences for its ‘quality imports’. 
Arguably, such terms act either as obfuscatory rhetoric, used to mask such 
programming's actual role in schedules, or as evidence of broadcaster 
uncertainty regarding the content's best possible application.  Both terms have 
been used in tandem with a desire to reach youth audiences, although the 
usage of such terms and the treatment of the programming that it was attached 
to was hugely uneven.  The use of language, along with the scheduling and 
promotional strategies of Channel 4 within its press materials in relation to two 
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key shows which highlight Channel 4's problematic relationship with both “cult” 
and “youth”: Babylon 5 and Angel. 
Babylon 5, despite initially being heralded as an award-winning series 
within Channel 4's promotional materials and positioned as 'quality' television 
(Channel 4 Corporation 1994b, p.32), was initially placed in the early evening 
youth slot of the schedules, but was subsequently repositioned around them at 
regular intervals during its time shown on Channel 4 (from 1994-1997).  This 
included operating as a lead-in to ‘alternative’ and ‘cult’ materials that could be 
witnessed within Channel 4’s late-night programming strands (such as 4Later, 
discussed in a following chapter), and away from its early promotional 
positioning as ‘quality’ television.  This series of scheduling shifts, from early 
evening to Sunday morning and eventually late-night mirrors American network 
scheduling practices, where series are often rapidly shunted around schedules 
in order to discover their optimum position.   However, in the case of B5, this 
sequence of scheduling shifts was not necessarily strategic or designed to 
maximise the series’ effectivity amongst various demographics, but instead 
suggested that schedulers nor the channel itself did not know how to promote it, 
nor get the most out of it.   The confusion over its 'optimum position' within 
Channel 4 schedules, spread to a confusion over the genre which Babylon 5 
belonged to (science-fiction), which Channel 4 conflated with youth.   Channel 4 
disregarded the issue that this specific series lacked any intrinsic (or potential) 
youth appeal which other imported series (and indeed other sci-fi series) 
broadcast by Channel 4 had possessed previously.  Babylon 5 fell victim, in this 
instance, of Channel 4's drive towards repurposing and reshaping its imported 
content for the desired youth audience, regardless of the level of fit between 
such content, its scheduling slot and the audience itself.
Angel on the other hand, like its predecessor Buffy the Vampire Slayer 
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(featured within BBC2's early evening youth slot), sat rather uncomfortably 
within the ‘teen TV’ bracket, whilst its generic placement within fantasy meant 
that broadcasters were reluctant to class it as ‘quality’ drama and schedule it 
accordingly.  It appears that the mere purchasing of this youth-oriented 
programming was seen as enough to be fulfilling Channel 4's mandate of 
providing alternative (quality) content to under-represented audiences (youth). 
It is also apparent that little consideration or long-term strategy was put in place 
regarding how best to use this content, or whether it was appropriate or best 
used for the scheduling zones marked out for youth audiences.  Its consistent 
movement around the schedules, from prestigious Friday evening scheduling to 
an eventual Sunday night graveyard slot (11.15pm-1am, Sunday 3rd December 
2000) where the channel subsequently played double-bills of episodes that 
would not be suitable at any point other than post-watershed, mirrored Channel 
4's treatment of Babylon 5 and cult content generally.  However, this meant that 
the series often acted as a lead-in to the late-night 4Later strand, with the 
extreme content and ‘cult’ labelling making it a suitable fit.  This also meant that 
fan-audiences of Angel would have to scour the schedules in order to find out 
when exactly it would be screened, with the lack of scheduling consistency 
(similar to BBC2 and Buffy) often upsetting the audience demographic the 
channel was seeking to court (Hill and Calcutt 2001).
Angel along with Babylon 5 are instructive examples of Channel 4’s 
attempts at rebranding ‘quality’ imports through scheduling and promotion – 
what was quality could also potentially be ‘youth’ or ‘cult’ (or both).  In these 
instances, the scheduling and promotion of both series emphasised different 
textual and thematic elements in order to fit the part of the schedule that was 
often demarcated as a ‘youth’ slot (early evening).  When scheduled elsewhere 
(such as late-night), the ‘cult’, ‘risque’ elements of these texts were emphasised. 
This is an example of Channel 4 trying and often failing to work out how to best 
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use this content as it went along, rather than integrating these programmes into 
a coherent strategy.  Such strategies, as was highlighted by Hill and Calcutt 
(2001), were not well-received by the fan-audiences of such content.  However, 
the channel was to find new ways of exploiting and recycling its 'legacy' imports 
as time went on, as they performed a vital role in the evolving brand identity of 
Channel 4 beyond televisual spaces, as Johnson (2007, pp.7-8) highlights:
…in the era of TVIII branding emerges as a powerful and commercially 
important strategy in two different ways. First, the branding of television 
networks enables them to compete effectively in an increasingly crowded 
marketplace by creating strong, distinctive and loyal relationships with 
viewers. Second, television programmes themselves can act as brands 
that can be profitably exploited across a range of different media platforms 
in order to increase profits for the owner of the associated trade mark. 
(Johnson 2007, pp.7-8)
When Michael Jackson and Tim Gardam (director of programmes) came to 
Channel 4 in the late 90s, they made commitments to innovation, decreased 
reliance on imported programming, a greater presence in and preparation for a 
digital environment, along with an increased emphasis on homegrown 
commissioning (Brookes 1997).  However, this is not to say that Channel 4’s 
long-standing affiliation with American imports was to cease at this crucial 
juncture for the channel.  Indeed, imports would prove to be just as vital in re-
articulating its (increasingly youth-focussed) brand identity within an 
increasingly fractured media marketplace, as Rixon (2007, p.108) confrims 
when he suggests that:
Increasingly many small broadcasters, such as Channel 4, C5 and 
SkyOne, use American programmes to help and support in the creation of 
their brand identity…In recent years, especially for smaller channels such 
as Channel 4 and C5, American programmes have become an important 
part of their brand image…American programmes rather than eroding the 
identity of a channel (…) are now often used to provide some of its 
distinctiveness in relation to competing channels. 
As Grainge (2009, p.99) re-iterates in relation to the Jackson era, “American 
programming had become central to the brand identity of Channel 4, especially 
significant in helping the corporation position itself for the future of digital  
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television” (Emphasis added).  This allowed Channel 4 to go after “the lucrative 
youth market” by screening this quality content on its digital youth channel, E4. 
Such a strategy was important in re-enforcing Channel 4’s affiliation with quality 
programming in a digital context (as will be discussed in later chapters). 
Equally important was the type of content it chose to buy in, with Johnson 
(2007, pp.12-13) discussing how Channel 4 often procured HBO programming 
in order to profit by association with the latter’s reputation for creative, cutting-
edge and innovative output, which is something the former strove for.  In this 
instance, there was a sense of brand complementarity between the two, with 
HBO’s content often being a good fit with the brand identity Channel 4 was 
striving to achieve.
Channel 4 wasn't the only broadcaster endeavouring to cement their 
reputation and identity through this use of American programming.  Their 
terrestrial rival Channel 5 (latterly Five) established at the tail-end of the 90’s, 
along with satellite channel Sky One (which specialised in ‘entertainment’), were 
also competing with Channel 4 for the pick of the ‘quality’ imports.  However, as 
Michael Jackson worked to establish his own interpretation of the Channel 4 
remit and brand (through non-televisual enterprises), it was how this 
programming was promoted and disseminated, particularly in new media 
spaces, that was of increasing pertinence, along with this content’s potential re-
usability.  
Dawson’s Creek, the teen drama series created by filmmaker Kevin 
Williamson (responsible for the Scream film franchise) and sourced from the 
WB network in the USA, is an interesting example of Channel 4’s increasing 
shift towards maximisation of imported youth television’s use-value.  It also 
demonstrates a continuation of the promotional balancing act between 
‘quality’/authorship and emphasis on commercial and ratings success.  In the 
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1998 “Spring and Summer Nights and Seasons” press pack (Channel 4 
Corporation 1998a), under the “US Drama and Comedy” section, the passage 
mentions that “the channel emphasises quality rather than quantity with the 
three hottest hits of the US season”, highlighting Friends (1994-2004), the 
dramedy Ally McBeal (1997-2002) and the animated “bizarre cult hit” South 
Park (1997 - ) as proponents of either ratings success, innovation/quality and 
determinedly niche content respectively (1998a, p.3).  The final sentence reads:
And in a much earlier slot, the channel exclusively premieres the number 
one drama among American teenagers, Dawson's Creek, a provocative 
story of teenagers in a Boston suburb as they awkwardly -but- 
enthusiastically come of age. (Channel 4 Corporation 1998a, p.3)
This statement imparts the information that the series will be utilised within the 
early evening schedules, that it is ratings-winning ‘teen TV’ in the US and that it 
fits with Channel 4’s own mandate of the time: to aim at youth audiences 
through challenging, risqué content.  An extended overview of the series is 
provided within the pack, raising issues of authorship as a marker of quality. 
However, an intertextual link to cinema is also provided in its creators’ other 
career as a filmmaker, along with the lead character Dawson’s cinematic 
preoccupations and the innumerable self-aware, ironic visual and narrative 
references to film within the series proper.
The series began transmission on Saturday 2nd May 1998 in the 7-8pm 
slot.  It was preceded by Friends, a consistent mainstay of the Channel 4 
schedules in the 6.30-7pm slot.  Combined with extensive coverage within the 
press packs, strong support for the series was displayed by Channel 4, giving it 
opportunities to succeed and garner a substantial youth audience.  At the end of 
the month however, the channel decided to give the series an additional push 
within a different part of the schedule.  On Sunday 31st May at 12.45-1.40pm, 
viewers were given “another chance to catch yesterday’s episode”.  This was 
the first week that the channel decided to screen the series in both the Saturday 
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evening and Sunday lunchtime slots, the latter operating as a pre-existing 
space for youth content and repeated imports (including the aforementioned 
Babylon 5).  Interestingly, on Sunday 10th October 1999, a selection of imports 
and teen TV pilots were broadcast under the banner of T4.  Such use of pilot 
episodes - particularly US pilots - was symbolic of new beginnings and new 
meanings for this programming, setting in motion an association with recycling 
that imported content would continue to retain from this point onwards (further 
covered within the T4 chapter).
Channel 4 also saw fit to move the series into a late-night screening, as it 
had with Babylon 5 (and as it would with Angel), with the episode “The Scare” 
being broadcast at 11.15-12.05am on Saturday 31st October 1998, being 
marketed as “a special Halloween episode”.  Dawson’s Creek draws parallels 
here with previous imports shunted into late-night by dint of their content being 
inappropriate elsewhere, but in this instance is promoted as innovatively 
thematic scheduling.  Given Kevin Williamson’s affiliation with the horror genre 
(Scream), this was a more effective and convincing scheduling ploy that could 
fit with the overall Dawson’s Creek brand, which aimed to operate beyond the 
restrictive definition of “teen television”.  Indeed, when the following series was 
promoted, it raises various issues concerning genre and audiences:
The smash hit drama Dawson's Creek (early-March) returns for a second 
series, following the changing relationships and coming-of-age concerns of 
a group of teenagers in the small coastal town of Capeside, 
Massachusetts. This new series introduces three new characters who are 
sure to ruffle the emotional feathers of Dawson Leery (JAMES VAN DER 
BEEK) and his close-knit community. Written by Kevin Williamson, (creator  
of Scream and I Know What You Did Last Summer) Dawson's Creek has  
touched a nerve with teenagers the world over. (Channel 4 Corporation 
1999a, p.9 - Emphasis added)
This small paragraph combines “smash hit drama” with references to quality 
through authorial control, as well as links to cinema, whilst also raising ideas of 
‘soapiness’ (“emotional feathers”), suggesting that the series is a generic and 
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thematic hybrid that can be enjoyed by multiple audiences, dedicated fan 
audiences included.  This ‘genre blending’ is something that Wee (2008) raises 
in relation to many WB network texts, including Buffy and Dawson’s Creek, 
suggesting a marker of ‘quality television’.  It was also a method of brand 
differentiation, defining and demarcating a selection of thematically and 
aesthetically similar content at discerning youth demographics.
It is in the digital provision for more dedicated audiences that is of most 
interest here though.  Sony Pictures created dawsonscreek.com (as well as 
capeside.net) as a space where audiences could further explore the Dawson’s 
Creek text and express their fandom of it.  The functionality of the site is 
detailed by Brooker (2001, p.461), who suggests that ”…the internet visitor to 
dawsonscreek.com is offered e-postcards for mailing to friends, bulletin boards 
to discuss plot developments between episodes and online merchandising such 
as Dawson’s Creek bucket hats and t-shirts.", with a focus upon commerce and 
the purchasing of ‘identity’ through official merchandise being immediately 
apparent.  However, it was designed to operate beyond a simple commercial 
function, as Bandy (2007, p.14) explains:
The synergy between TV shows and their companion Web sites serves 
multiple functions. Show Web sites can provide users with information 
about a show, give them ways to interact with the show, and foster their 
investment in the show's stories and characters. Underlying these 
functions, the site producers are trying to create a flow between the show, 
its Web site, and back again. Sony Pictures Entertainment does this with 
Dawson's Creek by offering users numerous features and original content 
related to the show.
As both Brooker and Bandy go on to explain, the online arm of the televisual 
text should be seen as a means by which to expand on and diversify the 
experience of the core brand, with the broadcast show “apparently intended to 
serve as the starting point for further activity rather than as an isolated, self-
contained cultural artefact” (Brooker 2001, p.461). Valerie Wee‘s (2004) 
extended research on the WB youth network (launched in 1992) which was 
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responsible for a slew of teen TV texts throughout the 90s, provides further 
context.  This ‘post-network’ strategy of ‘synergy’ and crossover/’hyper-
intertextuality’ was part of wider industrial shifts towards conglomeration and 
consolidation to exploit global markets, with online spaces being vital in 
disseminating branded content to international audiences (2004, p.95).  
The Channel 4 “microsite” for Dawson’s Creek is essentially a pale 
facsimile of the official American site, although it did allow for a modicum of 
interactivity through forums set up to discuss the show, its stars and other 
lifestyle elements, such as fashion and music.  This somewhat tokenistic online 
functionality would be something of a feature for Channel 4’s roster of import 
shows, with little sense of innovation in terms of using online spaces to do 
anything different or groundbreaking, up until its procurement of ABC’s Lost in 
2005.  Similar to Dawson’s Creek in that neither scheduling nor conventional 
old-media promotion were not immediately prioritised by Channel 4 in relation to 
new import series, Lost showed a marked shift by the channel which 
propagated ‘Lost-as-brand’ across a range of media platforms.  This was 
recognition by Channel 4 that it needed to entice its desired youth demographic 
towards its bespoke new media spaces.  Rather than to suffer the fate of other, 
less fortunate imported series in regards to promotion or scheduling (such as 
The Sopranos or Alias), Lost was designed to operate both as ‘appointment 
viewing’ and ‘digital destination’, combining both old and new media ideologies. 
As Grainge (2009, p.96) suggests, it operated as “a multi-purpose franchise… 
made to translate across technological formats".
However, this is not to neglect the importance of television as a medium 
for reaching audiences.  As Gillen (2011, p.71) suggests, the scheduling of 
imported content forms a large part in the reception and perception of such 
programming, stating that:
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Once the rights to a series like Lost are acquired by an international 
channel or cable/satellite provider, it controls how the series is promoted 
and scheduled, once again demonstrating that scheduling is often the 
industrial factor that most dramatically shapes reception.  In the U.K. Lost 
was impacted positively by its…acquisition by Channel 4 as it was 
scheduled alongside a roster of U.S. series…that gave it a quality TV 
patina.
Although Grainge, once again, adds nuance to this, by suggesting how Lost’s 
scheduling on Channel 4:
was designed with a mind to capturing the loyalty of an audience attuned 
to the interactive pleasures of reality television…In a series of ways, 
Channel 4 sought to aggregate niche taste cultures for its latest brand 
property, providing different discursive and scheduling frames for Lost as 
quality/popular television. (2009, p.107)
This suggests that Channel 4’s usage of formatted entertainment, such as Big 
Brother and a range of homegrown lifestyle programming and imported series, 
such as MTV’s The Osbournes and Jackass, performed multiple functions. 
Their increasingly in-built interactivity (text voting, microsite games), used in 
order to attract youth audiences, was a way to prepare those audiences for 
imported programme-brands that encouraged a similar or even greater level of 
audience interactivity and fan-work.
However, scheduling was not the only way to understand Lost-as-
programme-brand.  Promotion, branding and the expansion of the narrative into 
non-televisual spaces which encouraged interactivity, as Dawson’s Creek tried 
to do, albeit in a somewhat limited and crude fashion, were all necessary 
elements in making Lost on Channel 4 successful.  Online spaces endeavoured 
to maximise the use-value of televisual texts.  Whereas previously rescheduling 
and repeating programming was a key way to freshen up and re-brand imports, 
like Dawson’s migration from Saturday night to Sunday morning on T4, online 
added another potential level of textuality to the programme brand.  It also 
allowed for additional bespoke content to be created and provided value to 
Channel 4-as-(digital)-brand.  Channel 4’s commitment to these new digital 
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spaces can be witnessed in relation to Lost, as discussed within their 2005 
Annual Report, which states:
Channel 4’s online services provide background information for hundreds 
of television programmes each year, from education to entertainment.  On 
what was probably the most sophisticated site ever devised to support a  
TV programme, aficionados of Channel 4’s hugely popular drama series 
Lost were able to interact with characters from the series through a 
bespoke game and dig deeper into the mysteries of the plot by accessing 
a dedicated website. (Channel 4 Corporation 2005b, p.21 – Emphasis 
added)
The site (Lost Untold) was Channel 4’s expensive and extensive cross-platform 
promotional push for Lost, which subsequently won the “Campaign Digital 
Award” in September 2006, followed by the “AOP Online Publishing Award” in 
October of the same year (Channel 4 Corporation 2006, p.30).  Lost 
represented a moment in Channel 4 history that reflected a shift away from 
traditional promotional methodologies, such as within the paper press packs 
which were phased out in 2004.  Instead, the promotional push was buttressed 
by poster and press campaigns, ‘microsites’ within the Channel 4 online 
portfolio of websites, which were increasingly prevalent as a means to promote 
the programme-brands (along with Channel 4 itself), as well as with innovative 
television promos and trailers.  The  trailers themselves subsequently pushed at 
the boundaries of what could be considered televisual promotion (Gillen 2011, 
Grainge 2009).  Promotion was an area in which the channel deigned to hold 
true to its original mandate, ironically innovating in the arena of being 
commercial and selling product - including itself as the product.
With Lost Untold, Channel 4 constructed an elaborate digital tease, in 
order to generate viewer interest in Lost-as-brand prior to the broadcasting of 
the pilot episode.  Through the use of The Wayback Machine, July 17th 2005 is 
the first available date that the Lost microsite can be seen on channel4.com 
(Channel 4 Corporation 2005a), with the site comprised of the words 
“NOTHING IS WHAT IT SEEMS” and a link to a trailer.  On August 5th 2005 
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however, this has changed a little.  The trailer link still remains, but there is also 
a teaser link, suggesting that “YOU ARE ONE CLICK AWAY FROM GETTING 
LOST”,  leading to a Lost intro.  The following day (August 6th), this space has 
been expanded with a new link, asking “ARE YOU A SURVIVOR?”, which leads 
to a page featuring the Lost logo and two further links: “I HAVE BEEN HERE 
BEFORE...” and “I AM NEW TO THIS...”.  The former link leads to an interactive 
and image heavy site, which allows the user to acquaint themselves further with 
key members of the Lost cast – although this is done in a rather oblique fashion. 
It is created like a puzzle, with no answers being immediately obvious or 
forthcoming, which creates a sense of mystery around the narrative and the 
brand.  The latter link however, shifts the user to a representation of an airport 
arrivals board.  Clicking on it highlights a Sydney flight and then proceeds to 
display a series of events to the user prior to a plane crash (tying into the actual 
Lost narrative).  It follows up with a series of fake TV news bulletins outlining the 
details of a plane going missing, further creating a sense of curiosity and 
mystery around the narrative, as well as foreshadowing the elaborate, dense 
narrative world of the series.  Finally, on August 10th 2005, there are two Web 
Archive snapshots.  The first is almost identical to the others, but with the link 
now reading “LOST UNTOLD: STEP INTO THE UNCONSCIOUS”, with the 
second snapshot, taken later that day, now depicts the full Lost microsite, 
complete with elements that would be expected of such a space - character and 
episode guides, galleries and forums. 
Judging from the elaborate construction of Lost Untold, it is evident that 
Channel 4 wished to create buzz around the Lost brand, putting time, effort and 
no little budget into creating mystique and excitement around it, encouraging 
users to engage, interact and discuss.  It endeavoured to build a compelling and 
detailed narrative universe, further adding to the mystique of the brand by 
blurring the boundaries between fact and fiction, through the online promotional 
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spaces that it was responsible for.  However, it is worth examining the 
consequences for the programme-as-brand, which links into and contributes to 
the identity of the channel that initially bought it, when that content is 
subsequently broadcast by another channel.  This is something that occurred 
frequently throughout the 2000s, with Five taking numerous imported series off 
the hands of Channel 4 (Alias, Angel, Dawson’s Creek).  Five subsequently 
made these series part of their own prime time scheduling and branding 
strategy, mimicking Channel 4's 80s and 90s reputation as a home for ‘quality’ 
imports.  Lost also moved away from Channel 4, with Sky One outbidding the 
broadcaster for the rights after two seasons.  The move subsequently caused 
friction within fan viewing communities as the series shifted from free-to-air.  It 
also provoked tension between cable/satellite providers in the UK, who 
subsequently undertook branding strategies based around differentiation of their 
services, along with the sense of exclusivity that exploiting a programme brand 
like Lost gave them within the environs of pay-TV (Dobson 2007).
Lost Untold would set the tone for promotional innovation for future 
Channel 4 imported content, as well as home-grown commissions (as will be 
demonstrated within the final chapter).  The treatment of such content in a 
scheduling sense however, as has been mentioned here, suggests that 
Channel 4 sees such material in a pragmatic manner – there to be redeployed 
for various purposes and for various youthful audiences until its use-value has 
been exhausted.  For Channel 4, imports were interchangeable and could be 
moulded and reshaped for a variety of purposes.  This repositioning, rebranding 
and shifting scheduling however was often to the detriment of fan-audiences 
dedicated to particular genreric content (sci-fi, fantasy) in the 90s.  These 
audiences received programming that was not only heavily edited, but which 
jumped around the schedules, making consistent commitment to such content 
(as well to Channel 4 itself) a problem.  Such actions belied the lack of 
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sustained, consistent planning and strategic thinking by Channel 4 concerning 
such content and its audiences.  However, as can be seen within the Lost and 
Dawson's Creek examples, audience interactions with programme-brands 
within non-televisual spaces would become increasingly important to the 
channel.
Conclusion
A key issue relating to Channel 4's attempts to appeal to youth audiences, is 
that of achieving balance, bridging a gap between market demands, remit 
obligations and its own strategic choices.  Specifically, reaching a difficult-to-
placate group with content that appeals to it thematically, aesthetically and 
which (latterly) encourages interactivity.  Achieving this balance whilst remaining 
both true to the parent channel’s core brand values along with governmental 
policy pertaining to notions of public service, attempting to bridge the gaps 
between its promises and what it could realistically achieve. would be 
something that would cause Channel 4 consistent problems.  This raises a 
series of questions that this research will endeavour to tackle in the following 
chapters.  These primarily revolve around whether or not programming that was 
being produced for these scheduling zones and programming strands (and 
latterly for digital channels such as E4 and BBC3), was being produced for an 
idea of what the youth demographic is supposed to be or should be (rather than 
who these audiences actually were or what they wanted).  These chapters will 
look at whether these strands and zones were fulfilling a function more akin to 
the spirit of Channel 4's origins (experimental, innovative, educational, public 
service), or its post 1990 Act reality (commercial, compromised, 
formatted/standardised).  As Lury (2001, p. 22) postulated in reference to earlier 
forms of youth television, rather than producers trying to attract a specific 
audience with television texts:
(…) the form and content of youth programming became detached from 
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its original audience and developed as an aesthetic that would be 
adapted by many other television programmes (…)
Over the course of these next chapters, an examination of a series of 
scheduling strategies will be undertaken, detailing the iterative experiments of 
Channel 4 across its history and a variety of scheduling points.  Such an 
endeavour is undertaken in order to investigate how successful and coherent 
the aforementioned balancing acts and attempts to reach youth audiences were 
(and how these attempts evolved over time).  Importantly, they will endeavour to 
question Lury's assertion; that youth programming had become a standardised 
form, a “look” or recyclable format/strategy.  These chapters will track Channel 
4's struggle to stay true to its experimental, innovative and risk-taking origins, 
gauging the success of little-discussed threads, strands and zones designed for 
youth demographics, whilst placing these attempts within the contexts of the 
broadcaster's desire to stay solvent.  They will also track Channel 4's increasing 
emphasis upon the importance of digital spaces, of relationships with audiences 
and with content that moved beyond the televisual in greater detail.  The second 
chapter will now proceed to investigate the content and audiences of a 
neglected and little-discussed part of television schedules: late-night. 
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Chapter 2: “Do not sleep” - Channel 4's late-night 
experiments in  paratelevision   showcased its balancing  
act between innovation and exploitation
This chapter will examine how late-night (as scheduling slot) was utilised as an 
experiment by C4 to "mainstream” cult media (Hills 2004, 2010).  The practice 
involved testing cult and niche programming's suitability for wider audiences, 
either on the main C4 channel itself or within new programming strands or 
digital outlets.  More importantly, such practices allowed C4 to examine the 
usefulness of new media platforms, along with the activities encouraged within 
them, for mainstream audiences.  The ideas of 'cult' and 'trash' will be also 
discussed vis-a-vis 'quality' and 'mainstream', in order to question not only their 
meaning and utility, but also their usefulness and viability.  Importantly, the 
relationship between 'cult' and C4's late-night zone 4Later will be examined with 
regard to the latter's use of the former as a bridge between Channel 4’s 
commercial imperatives and its need for innovation, diversity and 
experimentalism.
The chapter also offers up a much needed historical overview of British 
late-night television's origins, making an explicit link between this part of the 
schedule and youth audiences, as broadcasters endeavoured to discover new 
ways of appealing to such demographic groups.  It outlines how Channel 4 
deployed various strands throughout the late 80s and 90s, such as Late 
Licence (1993-96), Shooting Gallery (1995 - ) and Dope Sheet (1997-99), along 
with specific youth-oriented programming like The Tube (1982-87), Network 7 
(1987-88) and The Word (1990-95).   These acted as a series of exploratory 
templates, both thematic and aesthetic, that subsequently lead to a bespoke 
zone being created in the schedule.  This scheduling zone was designed to 
cater specifically for cult cultures and youth audiences willing to stay up later or 
returning from evenings out, leading this part of the schedule to be dubbed (in 
the press) as “post-pub” programming. 
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Following this, the chapter is broken into three sections which add nuance and 
specificity regarding the type of content featured within C4's late night 
schedules.  The first section examines the history of experimental television 
featured on Channel 4, tying into its remit to transmit content unseen elsewhere 
on British schedules which pushed aesthetic and thematic boundaries. 
However, this section highlights the often problematic nature of such material 
for Channel 4, whose often confrontational and resolutely uncommercial nature 
clashed with the increasingly important commercial imperatives of the 
broadcaster, culminating with an analysis of the satirist Chris Morris's short-lived 
Jam (2000).  
The second section discusses public-access television and early user-
generated content.  These topics foreshadow the important role of audiences in 
shaping what would appear upon a multitude of screens and spaces controlled 
by Channel 4, with The Adam & Joe Show (1996-2001) operating as an ideal 
synthesis for C4 between cult culture, cheap content and populist modes of 
address.  However, it questions the nature of control and the limits of such 
access within British broadcasting, with amateur production and audience 
participation being controlled and moderated by commercial concerns, in the 
context of Channel 4.  
The final section is a discussion of paratelevision, an adaptation of Jeffrey 
Sconce's (1995)  “paracinema”.  It will go on to articulate the interrelationship 
between cult culture and the mainstream, particularly practices of appropriation 
and re-appropriation, mentioning various late-night textual examples.  The 
discussion culminates in an extended analysis of 4Later in conjunction with its 
role as a repository for paratelevision.  More importantly, the section will also 
highlight how 4Later represented C4's last concerted attempt at 
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experimentation to attract youth audiences through its schedules. 
“24 hour party people” - The origins of British late-night television
The youth audience...proved particularly difficult to pin down.  Initially, 
programmes aimed at this audience were scheduled in early evening slots 
(6-7.30pm) only to be confined later to night-time viewing (10pm-3.30am) 
(Lury 2001, p,20)
Lury (2001, pp.19-20) ascribes the reasoning behind the increasing shift 
towards youth by broadcasters being due to the pressing need to fill a 24 hour 
schedule.  New media technologies, developed throughout the 1980s and 
1990s, particularly the video recorder, allowed for and encouraged alternative 
viewing habits.  This meant that programming could be watched at alternative 
times or entirely different material could be viewed if scheduled content wasn’t 
to the viewers’ tastes.  These time-shifting practices were most pronounced 
amongst youth audiences.  Lury (p.20) also highlights how terrestrial 
broadcasters “extend(ed) and develop(ed) their schedules” in response to the 
knowledge that “different audiences were now understood to watch at different 
times and for different reasons”.  The provision of late-night content and shift 
towards round-the-clock broadcasting was partially undertaken by regional ITV 
companies, such as Granada and LWT, in the 1980s.  Such strategy was in 
response to the IBA’s threat of creating a separate franchise to supply 
programming for this slot (Vale 1987, Rawsthorn 1987).
Between 1986 and 1988, numerous attempts were made to provide a 
solution for the late-night timeslot, with varying degrees of success, including 
Channel 4's initial foray into late-night programming, NIGHTIME (1987).  This 
explicitly responded to ITV companies' own specialised late-night schedule that 
came into being around the same time - with LWT's Night Network (1987-89) 
and Granada's NIGHT TIME (1988-1995) being two prominent examples. 
LWT's attempt was particularly noticeable for its bespoke branding, interstitials 
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and junctions, marking it out as separate from the ITV networked programming, 
whilst echoing similar graphical presentation and modes of address that were 
being deployed on Channel 4’s Network 7, another LWT creation.  Night 
Network itself ran from 1-4am on Fridays and Saturdays, 1-3am on Sundays. 
However, due to issues with advertising (“Lack of ads kills LWT’s youth show”, 
1989), poor distribution on the ITV network (it was never broadcast nationally), 
along with inadequate understanding and inaccurate collation of audience 
figures (Douglas 1989), it was shut down in March 1989.  
Channel 4's attempt shared similarities with Night Network, with the press 
materials stating that "Nightime has its own on-air identity with special graphics 
and captions rather than an announcer" (Channel 4 Corporation 1987a, p.34), 
setting it apart from the main channel and superficially introducing the notion of 
‘a channel within a channel’.  Although new programming had been 
commissioned specifically for the slot, it didn't push boundaries or innovate 
meaningfully in terms of aesthetics or form, with talk shows (Don’t Miss Wax, 
1987-88) and discussion-oriented programming (After Dark, 1987-91) featuring 
within it.  Other programming featured within the strand, particularly film content, 
whilst tying into C4's preoccupation with cinema, was thinly-veiled recycling and 
re-branding of C4 archive content.  This was a recurring theme of all terrestrial 
late-night scheduling, given that it represented a cheap way to fill extended 
schedules, whilst also foreshadowing future C4 strategy. 
Throughout the 90s, the post-Watershed part of the schedule was seen 
by C4 as a means to re-emphasise its early commitments to elements of 
programming, producers and audiences that had historically been under-
served.  In this instance, animation and short film were both rewarded with 
strands and series that dwelt within late-night weeknight schedules, with Dope 
Sheet (1997-1999) and The Shooting Gallery (1995 - ) being examples of this. 
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The Word (1990-95) was another example of programming that was used to fill 
this timezone, although like the 80s youth music show The Tube (also affiliated 
with late-night), the programme began life in an early evening slot and was re-
tooled to suit the purposes of the night-time schedules.  It is no accident that 
Charlie Parsons gave the production company that produced the show the 
moniker of 24 Hour Productions (latterly Planet 24), in a sly nod in recognition of 
the channel’s needs for a greater quantity of content that could fill the spaces 
that had opened up within the schedule (Potter 2008).   The series followed in 
the footsteps of earlier talkshows and magazine programmes that attempted to 
push boundaries and challenge expectation.  The Word took to this task in 
extremis, deliberately endeavouring to garner publicity for the channel, much of 
it adverse (Lawson 1995, Khan 1995).  
Such programming, followed by tonally-similar series such as Eurotrash 
(1993-2007) and The Girlie Show (1996-97) pushed thematic and taste-based 
boundaries within what were formally staid formats (the magazine show, the talk 
show).  This was in order to reach a specific youthful audience, namely the 
'post-pub' male demographic.  However, this programming strategy was one of 
diminishing returns, partially for the recognition that boundaries could only be 
pushed so far before regulatory action was taken, but mostly down to the nature 
of youth programming itself.  Such formats had a “built-in redundancy” (Lawson 
1995), given that they were often purported to represent the cutting-edge of 
youth television, rapid replacement by a new or tweaked format was inevitable 
in order for the form to remain fresh.  However, as Datar (1998) points out, this 
version of “yoof TV” was not only tired and derivative, it also wasn’t reaching 
youth audiences effectively.  Indeed, it was representative of television being 
produced for an idea of “youthfulness” rather than for a specific notion of a 
target audience, following format patterns and aesthetic strategies that were 
previously successful, rather than pushing boundaries.
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Late Licence (1993-96) was an early, yet non-bespoke attempt to solve the 
late-night ‘conundrum’.  It was also an attempt to repurpose and re-brand 
material within the Channel 4 library, following in the footsteps of NIGHTIME. 
To achieve this, this content was presented by a rotating coterie of “celebrity” 
presenters and comedians affiliated with youth culture (something that will be 
discussed further in the T4 strands chapter).  Personalities such as Eddie 
Izzard, Paula Yates and Mark Lamaar showcased their talents, not for the first 
time on C4, in order to connect with yet another youthful demographic.  Late 
Licence acted as an early template for what eventually became 4Later, whilst 
also setting the branding agenda and tone for such strands as 4Music and T4. 
It operated as a presenter-led trawl through the C4 programming archives, re-
presenting retro material and ephemera through the lens of irony.  The use of 
the time-slot also assumed that a particular type of youthful viewer would enjoy 
this re-branding, in a blunt attempt to manufacture a veneer of cool or cult 
exclusivity to otherwise unremarkable material.  Bill Hilary, Commissioning 
Editor (Youth) outlined the strand as “... a chance to show some of the 
programmes from Channel 4's library that have enduring popularity" (Channel 4 
Corporation 1993a, p.48).  Interestingly, C4’s additional description of the strand 
via the press materials sets the tone for later attempts to follow, whilst outlining 
the likely viewing practices of those who were likely to watch such content:
Starting tonight, and continuing each Friday and Saturday night until 18 
December. Channel 4 will offer insomniacs the chance to catch up on a 
cult collection of music, film and entertainment programmes from the 
Channel 4 library, linked together each weekend by a choice celebrity or 
two. (Channel 4 Corporation 1993a, p.48 - Emphasis added )
The use of the term “cult” in televisual terms is suggestive of niche content that 
has limited appeal, but also small, dedicated viewerships that make the effort to 
watch it (Jancovich and Hunt 2004).  Such content could be televisual or filmic 
ephemera, with TV series from the 60s and 70s, animation, exploitation films or 
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series which provide commentary upon popular culture itself all being examples. 
The latter could conceivably be conceptualised as meta-paratelevision: TV that 
is aware of and discusses cultural trash and detritus, whilst also adhering to the 
aforementioned aesthetic of such programming.  Such terminology ('cult', 
'trash') would prove to be insistent in relation to much late-night content, which 
had the effect of setting such material apart from the rest of the schedules, as 
well as setting it against 'quality' materials broadcast within the prime-time 
schedules.  These definitions also had the effect of marginalising any other 
generic signifiers, as well as such materials' other purposes and functions, such 
as that of experimentation.  Ironically, Late Licence was a true experiment, as 
the commissioner in question had little idea whether or not the strand would be 
watched and had no means by which to measure how many were watching 
(Slot 1993).  This also echoed the ITV companies' early failed attempts with 
such programming, with such experiments proving short-lived, as well as 
unsuccessful and unpalatable with audiences.  
None of the above examples were a tailor-made, bespoke solution to the 
issue of late-night scheduling, which became more pressing when Channel 4 
removed the "Close" from its schedule and broadcast continuously from the 
beginning of 1997 onwards.  Late-night was increasingly the only place where 
material such as alternative animation and short-form filmmaking could be 
shown without alienating daytime and prime-time audiences.  In addition, the 
slot operated as a potential space where C4's long held commitment to such 
genres and the potential audiences for them could be adequately fulfilled. 
4Later represented an attempt to combine such programming as part of a loose 
zone, comprised of interstitial clips and junctions, interactivity and twists on 
formatted entertainment.  The zone operated on the premise that audiences 
who would be up at that time would appreciate such material collected together 
under a ‘brand enclosure’, endeavouring to provide something different with a 
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sustained, cohesive cult aesthetic.  However, despite the fact that a zone was 
created to house such programming, this did not mean that 4Later transmitted 
content consistently.  It sprawled across the schedule from Thursday to Sunday, 
leading to a problem familiar to early viewers of Channel 4 - in homage to the 
channel's chaotic 1980s scheduling practices - content was not always 
scheduled on the same days or times (on a week by week or series by series 
basis).
The following three sections will look to examine examples of 
programming that did end up within this post-watershed, late-night slot.  They 
will articulate, with varying degrees of acuity, Channel 4’s balancing act 
between commercial success and innovative, diverse material, showcasing 
what exactly was sacrificed in the process of evolving Channel 4’s  brand and 
programming identity towards the turn of the century.
Experimental television, Chris Morris and excess
In broadcasting, experiment is perhaps more about the structures of the 
medium than the creation of specific texts (Ellis 2007, p.136)
The above quote relates to Ellis’s discussion of Visions (1982-85), a series 
dedicated to showcasing non-mainstream films and filmmakers.  Ellis 
emphasises C4's scheduling of this content, which he kindly refers to as 
“experimental”, but in reality was haphazard, giving it little chance to become a 
“recognised micro-brand” (Ellis 2007, p.144) within the schedule.  This also 
emphasises, even in the early years of Channel 4, how content was subservient 
to the needs of the schedule, the latter itself often being the place at which any 
experimentation could happen.  Given that Visions was frequently lost within the 
depths of late-night, the association of experimental or risqué content with 
graveyard scheduling was established early on at Channel 4, with the Eleventh 
Hour (1982-88) strand being an example of this.  It included content that 
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showcased Channel 4's ostensible commitment to cultural and ethnic diversity 
(in relation to youth audiences), with documentary/workshop programming such 
as Framed Youth (1983, broadcast in December 1986), which discussed LGBT 
issues and used available technologies innovatively (winning the BFI Grierson 
Award for Best Documentary in 1983), being broadcast post-11pm.   Such 
scheduling also guaranteed a limited audience, with those who watched such 
programming doing so deliberately out of dedication to the subject matter.
Channel 4’s mandate to showcase content underrepresented by other 
terrestrial channels was also expressed through Animate! Projects.  Animate!, in 
conjunction with the British Arts Council, had been working with Channel 4 since 
1990, the latter acting as exhibitor for work created through the former.  The 
project was an example of C4’s impulse to promote creativity and innovation 
through the endeavour of independent companies or individual filmmakers. 
Animate! allowed individual pieces of animation to be broadcast on C4, either 
as part of blocks (such as the Beyond Dope Sheet special in 1999, part of 
4Later) or scattered throughout the late night schedule.  However, post-4Later, 
the amount of animation and aesthetically or thematically challenging content 
was greatly reduced, as the channel shifted direction towards more easily 
repurposable materials.  This was due in part to expense in the case of 
animation and lack of re-use value and 'quality' in the case of much other late-
night content.
Following Late Licence's short-lived attempts to fill the void of the late night 
schedule, as well as following up the aforementioned Animate! and Visions, 
were two strands commissioned in the mid 90s.  Once again, these showcased 
the channel’s requirement to provide innovative and experimental material. 
They also represented the channel's intention to create, in Stuart Cosgrove and 
Nicky Wood's words (C4 Commissioner for Indie Film and Video and 
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Programme Buyer for C4 respectively) a "channel within a channel" (The 
Shooting Gallery press booklet, 1995, p.2).  Channel 4's intention was to 
provide a thematically or generically organised block of programming within the 
schedule, that catered for specific youthful niche audiences.  The Shooting 
Gallery, a strand concerned with the showcasing of short film, was described as 
“...represent(ing) the apex of creativity and collectively present(ing) an eruption 
of counter culture ideas and stories that explode off the screen” (Channel 4 
Corporation 1995e, p.1), suggesting a space for independent or student 
filmmakers to have their voices heard without going through “development hell”. 
The strand was also described as an “all-night cinema club”, further suggesting 
a sense of exclusivity and association with cult cultural practices (Channel 4 
Corporation 1995c, p.41).  Dope Sheet, an animation-centric strand, ran for 
three series, ending in 1999 and was intermittently deployed within the 4Later 
zone.  Series such as Onedottv (2001), along with Mirrorball (1999-2000), also 
operated in a similar vein, highlighting animated experimentalism through the 
innovative use of new technologies.
However, experimentalism wasn’t just restricted to animation and short-film 
within late-night scheduling.  Other televisual forms were being stretched and 
tweaked in order to push at the boundaries of genre and aesthetics, leading to 
an often uneasy and queasy experience for audiences.  An example of this 
wooziness at work within the late-night time-slot was Chris Morris’s comedic 
experiment, Jam (and also Jaaaaam).
Jam/Jaaaaam   (2000) 
Chris Morris’s previous comedic and satiric excursions were characterised by 
their willingness to push generic boundaries to breaking point, such as news 
media within The Day Today (1994) and current affairs/documentary forms 
within Brass Eye (1997-2001).  The highlighting of tropes used within such texts 
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was excessively amplified for comedic effect.  An extensive focus upon the 
visual, with computer graphics in particular being forefronted within both series, 
was in order to articulate the innate meaninglessness of visual signs within the 
genres.  Excess, as has been mentioned by both Sconce (1995) and Eco 
(1987), is a key element of what makes cult media (and television in this 
instance) recognisable as such.  Focussing upon the overriding visual aesthetic 
presented throughout Brass Eye, a process of graphic extravagance and 
excess is at work, especially throughout the credits sequence, but also through 
the graphical representations of facts and figures within the programme. 
However, Brass Eye’s employment of this technique and usage of graphics acts 
as an ironic, satiric critique of other televisual products, in an example of what 
Collins (1997, pp.196-197) refers to as a “hyperconscious re-articulation of 
media culture by media culture”.  Such a statement easily describes much of 
the cult programming contained within Channel 4’s late-night zone.  Brass Eye 
highlighted both the draining of meaning from visual representations of 
information and showcased the inherently superfluous and distracting nature of 
them.
Within both Jam and Jaaaaam (2000), the use of a distinct and unsettling 
aesthetic operated in order to create thematically and formally experimental 
texts.  The flow of dissonant and surreal imagery, along with sound, harked 
back to earlier challenging and experimental programming featured on Channel 
4.  Morris’s modus operandi of confrontational satire, particularly apparent 
within Brass Eye and continuing here, also acted as a point of contention.  It 
was particularly acute, given C4’s balancing act between its remit of innovation, 
experimentation and diversity and its commercial concerns to produce ratings-
led, sellable content.  With Jam and indeed most of Morris’s work being 
distinctly non-commercial and confrontational in its tackling of various taboo 
themes, concerned in the main with sex, drugs and bodily function, it tipped the 
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